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ABSTRACT 
EXPERIENCES OF GAY AND LESBIAN EDUCATORS 
WHO WORK IN MASSACHUSETTS SCHOOLS 
PARTICIPATING IN THE SAFE SCHOOLS PROGRAM 
FEBRUARY 1997 
ELIZABETH ANNE KNOWLES, 
B.M., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Patricia A. Anthony 
The silence and invisibility of gay and lesbian educators has perpetuated the 
oppression of heterosexism in our schools. Some affected areas are educational policy, 
curriculum, and the school environment itself. Gay and lesbian students and educators are 
at risk in most schools because safe working and learning environments do not always 
exist for those who are not heterosexual. 
In 1992, Massachusetts Governor William Weld created the nation's first 
Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth to investigate the epidemic of suicides 
by gay and lesbian adolescents. School environments, with regard to homophobia, were 
outlined. Students and teachers testified of verbal and physical abuse of gay and lesbian 
students. The Safe Schools Program was created to address these issues and to promote 
safe and supportive school environments to assist gay and lesbian students in realizing their 
full learning potential. 
Through in-depth interviewing, data was gathered from “explicitly out” 
(Griffin, 1992) gay and lesbian educators who work at Massachusetts schools 
participating in the Safe Schools Program. From the interview data, portraits of each 
participant were shaped and common themes identified, to answer the question, “What 
is it like to be a gay or lesbian educator working in a Massachusetts school participating 
viii 
in the Safe Schools Program?” Data was viewed through the lenses of oppression 
theory, heterosexism and identity theory. 
Participants stated their negative experiences were tied to homophobia, mostly 
internalized, which paralleled past studies. Their positive experiences were related to being 
“out.” They described reaching a level of self-acceptance to be “out” at school and in their 
daily lives. 
For the participants, working in the Safe Schools Program was a positive 
experience. For the schools they work in, there has been forward motion toward a safer 
environment. Gay and lesbian educators make the Safe Schools Program a success and the 
Safe Schools Program gives them the social and legal permission to do the work. Future 
research could study experiences of gay or lesbian educators who are closeted and work in 
participating schools, who are “publicly out” (Griffin, 1992) and working in Safe Schools 
Programs, or who reside in other states. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem and Focus of the Study 
Very little has been written about gay and lesbian educators because of their need to 
keep their sexual orientation a secret. They are usually an anonymous group within the 
educational community due to societal pressures and consequences: 
Lesbian and gay educators constitute a large, but often invisible minority group in 
the schools. Most choose to remain closeted rather than risk being subjected to 
prejudice, discrimination, and accusations that they are child molesters or recruiters 
to an immoral lifestyle. As a result of this invisibility and the stigma attached to 
research on homosexuality in education, little is known about gay and lesbian 
educators. (Griffin, 1992, p. 167) 
Our schools are a reflection of society, and oppressions are pervasive in American 
society today. Oppression is a system of domination where social groups with more social 
power dominate social groups with less social power (Baker Miller, 1992). Members of a 
more powerful social group or dominant group benefit from their membership in that group 
at the expense of members of the less powerful social group or subordinate group (Baker 
Miller, 1992). Such groups are defined by social identities such as gender; race; class; 
sexual orientation; religion; age; and emotional, physical and mental abilities (Baker Miller, 
1992; Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). Through socialization and cultural beliefs, 
misinformation about each group is taught and reinforced keeping dominant groups in the 
power positions and subordinate groups in the lesser positions (Jackson & Hardiman, 
1988). The socialization process is begun by parents and family and is continued in 
school, church, through literature, television, movies, and our social and political 
institutions. This fosters self-perpetuating oppressions (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). 
For the purpose of further discussion, it is important to understand the definitions 
of the terms heterosexuality and homosexuality. In Webster's Encyclopedia Unabridged 
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Dictionary of the English Language (Webster, 1989), heterosexuality is defined as "sexual 
feeling or behavior directed toward a person or persons of the opposite [gender]" (p.667). 
Homosexuality is defined as "sexual desire or behavior directed toward a person or persons 
of one's own [gender]" (p.680). Throughout my dissertation I refer to homosexuality as a 
sexual orientation rather than a sexual preference. The use of "preference" implies that 
there is a choice involved in whether a person is heterosexual or homosexual. There is 
much controversy over whether or not sexuality is a choice (Brady & Busse, 1994; Cass, 
1979; Dank, 1971; Kahn, 1991; Plummer, 1975; Rust, 1993; Vance & Green, 1984). 
Mollenkott writes,"... I have yet to meet a single person who can tell me when he or she 
made the choice to be either heterosexual or homosexual" (1986, p. 15). This issue will be 
discussed further in the “Identity Theory” section of “Theoretical Perspectives that Frame 
the Study” (p.30) in this dissertation. 
Heterosexism is a form of oppression wherein the dominant group is heterosexual 
and the subordinate group is homosexual. To assume that heterosexuality is the only 
correct sexual orientation is to be heterosexist. Heterosexuality is compulsory for full 
membership in the dominant group: 
[Heterosexism] is a political institution: a set of assumptions that empower 
heterosexual persons ... and exclude openly homosexual persons from social, 
religious, and political power. It is a system of coercion that demands 
heterosexuality in return for first-class citizenship. It is a system that forces 
homosexual persons into silence concerning the majority of their lives. 
(Mollenkott, 1986, p.14) 
Homophobia is the irrational fear and hatred of people who love and have sexual 
relationships with people of the same gender (Pharr, 1989). Homophobia is the glue that 
holds heterosexism in place, frightening everyone into their "correct" gender roles- 
heterosexuality. 
Although heterosexism and homophobia are sometimes used interchangeably 
(including in some direct quotations in my review of literature), I do not use these terms 
interchangeably in my own writing. I use the term heterosexism to describe the oppression 
and homophobia to describe the irrational fear and hatred or the "glue" that holds 
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heterosexism in place. Mollenkott writes, "It is too easy for people to relegate any phobia 
to other people only, as a morbid and hysterical private abnormality we ourselves do not 
share. But there is nothing private about heterosexism: it is institutionalized throughout 
our society" (1986, p.14). 
According to Barbara Smith, a member of a Black feminist organization in Boston 
called the Combahee River Collective (1983), heterosexism is the last oppression to be 
thought of or mentioned when discussing oppressions. The most often referred to are 
racism, classism, sexism, etc. Heterosexism is the last to be taken seriously. "Putdowns 
and jokes about dykes and faggots can be made without the slightest criticism in circles 
where nigger and chink jokes, for instance, would bring instant censure or even ostracism" 
(Smith, 1983, p.8). 
In systems of oppression, if the oppressors have no contact with the oppressed, the 
myths and misinformation are easily held onto and perpetuated from generation to 
generation. Educating people about heterosexism and about the real experiences of gay 
men and lesbians is a way to fight heterosexism. 
The need for silence and invisibility for gay and lesbian educators has perpetuated 
the oppression of heterosexism in our schools. Some of the areas affected are educational 
policy, curriculum, and the school environment itself. The educational system has not 
made great headway in the realm of educating students, faculty and administrators around 
racism and sexism, but it has made even less effort around heterosexism and homophobia: 
Curriculum that focuses in a positive way upon issues of sexual identity, sexuality 
and sexism is still rare, particularly in primary and secondary grades. Yet schools 
are virtual cauldrons of homophobic sentiment, as witnessed by everything from 
the graffiti in the bathrooms and the put-downs yelled on the playground, to 
heterosexist bias of most texts and the firing of teachers on no other basis than that 
they are not heterosexual. (Smith, 1983, p.8) 
Heterosexism in the schools puts gay and lesbian educators and gay and lesbian students at 
risk. A safe learning environment for gay and lesbian students or a safe work environment 
for gay and lesbian educators does not exist in most schools (Governor's Commission on 
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Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993; Griffin, 1992; Smith, 1983). Schools remain filled with 
dangerous pitfalls and experiences for both. 
The state of Massachusetts is trying to address the problem of heterosexism in the 
public schools as it relates to gay and lesbian students. In 1992, Governor William Weld 
created the nation's first Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth. This 
commission was designed to respond to the epidemic of suicides by gay and lesbian 
adolescents. In the Governor's Commission Education Report (1993), the environments 
of our schools in Massachusetts with regard to homophobia were outlined. Students and 
educators testified of verbal and physical abuse of gay and lesbian students by heterosexist 
students and sometimes by heterosexist educators. Some gay and lesbian students are 
beaten up every day at school. Name-calling such as "faggot" and "queer" are commonly 
heard throughout schools at all levels from elementary school on up. Due to this toxic 
atmosphere in schools, there are very few adult role models for gay and lesbian students 
because of the fear of teachers and counselors to be labeled gay themselves. This is a 
powerfully negative message to gay and lesbian students which severely affects their self¬ 
esteem and is a way to perpetuate heterosexism and homophobia. It is also a message to 
gay and lesbian educators that they must hide their sexual orientation or be victims as well. 
One of the goals of the Governor's Commission was to create safe school 
environments, free from discrimination and prejudice, for all students (see Appendix A). 
The Commission made five recommendations and from these five, four steps were adopted 
by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts Department of Education in May of 1993, to 
improve the safety and support services for gay and lesbian students: 
1. Schools are encouraged to develop policies protecting gay and lesbian students 
from harassment, violence, and discrimination. 
2. Schools are encouraged to offer training to school personnel in violence 
prevention and suicide prevention. 
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3. Schools are encouraged to offer school-based support groups for gay, lesbian 
and heterosexual students. 
4. Schools are encouraged to provide school-based counseling for family members 
of gay and lesbian students. (Massachusetts Safe Schools Program for Gay and 
Lesbian Students, 1995, pp.3-4) 
Working to eliminate the oppression of gays and lesbians has not been a priority in 
our schools. "The task for socially responsible educators is to further human dignity and 
social justice in all areas—not just those that are currently in vogue or most convenient" 
(Sears, 1987, p.81). But who will do this? In a workshop which focused on sexual 
harassment ("Sexual Harassment and Diversity;" Central Academy-Springfield, 
Massachusetts; January 25, 1995), a teacher shared her feelings about being the person in 
her school trying to change the school climate to one that is more supportive of gay and 
lesbian students. She was ridiculed and called the "gay teacher" by some students and 
some educators. Having it suggested that she was a lesbian was uncomfortable for her. 
She was suffering the same negative consequences some gay and lesbian educators suffer. 
Thus, even educators who are supportive of the human rights of gays and lesbians 
seem to find it difficult to be change agents in the heterosexist school community. In the 
Governor's Commission Education Report, teacher Kathy Henderson testified: 
Most teachers, gay or straight, are afraid to speak up when they hear homophobic 
remarks. They feel it might put them at risk, that people might say, "What are you- 
-gay?” which remains a frightening question for most teachers to answer in the 
current climate. (Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993, p.22) 
In this way heterosexism is perpetuated. People are afraid to help the oppressed group 
because they will potentially suffer the same consequences the oppressed group suffers. 
In the fifty-two page Governor's Commission Education Report, there are only two 
and one half pages reporting educators' fears (Governor's Commission on Gay and 
Lesbian Youth, 1993, p.21-23). Of course the purpose of the report is to focus on gay and 
lesbian students; nonetheless, gay and lesbian educators share the same hostile school 
climates that are documented in the report. Gay and lesbian educators, as well as gay and 
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lesbian students, would benefit from any change in school climates toward a less 
heterosexist environment. At present, the only focus on the rights of gay and lesbian 
educators is through the 1989 Massachusetts Gay Rights Law, Chapter 516 of the Acts of 
1989, which covers employment rights for any type of employment. The law, to date, 
does not appear to have changed the heterosexism and homophobia that exists within the 
school community. Schools need to become safe places for learning and safe places for 
teaching. No form of oppression should be sanctioned in our schools. Heterosexism 
needs to be addressed and rooted out as the insidious form of oppression it is. 
General Research Question and Overview of the Design 
This study focuses on the experiences of gay and lesbian educators who work in 
Massachusetts schools that have initiated either all or some of the four steps adopted by the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts Department of Education in May of 1993 to improve the 
safety and support services for gay and lesbian students [hereafter referred to as schools 
participating in the Safe Schools Program or as participating schools]. Throughout this 
dissertation I have used the term “educator” in place of “teacher,” whenever appropriate, to 
be inclusive of teachers, counselors and other faculty members that work with students. 
Participants in this study are gay and lesbian educators working in Massachusetts 
schools that participate in the Safe Schools Program. They consider themselves “explicitly 
out” (Griffin, 1992) which means they have shared their sexual orientation with several 
trusted colleagues at school. There are ten participants. Through in-depth interviewing I 
have gathered their stories. Each participant was interviewed twice, for one to one and one 
half hours each interview. Each interview had a different focus. Interviews did not take 
place on school sites. They were conducted in quiet, comfortable, private settings which, 
for one participant, was a room in my home and for nine participants, was a room in each 
of their homes. 
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From the data I have shaped a portrait of each participant and identified common 
themes from their interviews to answer the question, "What is it like to be a gay or lesbian 
educator working in a Massachusetts school that participates in the Safe 
Schools Program?" My dissertation is an organized collection of experiences and 
perceptions. 
The portrait is a short story about a participant in his or her own words. It is a 
picture of words detailing a participant in narrative form. The portrait is derived from the 
data in the interviews. I include the portrait section in this study to express the individuality 
of the participants and to give them some identity. 
The common themes section of this study is also derived from the data in the 
interviews, but is compiled from an analysis of all the participants' interviews collectively. 
A common theme is a general idea that appears in interviews across the spectrum of 
participants. Common themes express the shared experiences of the participants. In this 
study a theme is common or shared in the sense that a topic or subject can be the same and 
yet its effect on each participant can be different. As a teacher/counselor who has worked 
in public schools for twenty-six years, and after having conducted a pilot study (Knowles, 
1993), I suspected that common themes might center around issues of safety, support, 
silence, and one's identity other than as an educator. 
Pilot Study 
A pilot study can be helpful when designing a research study (Locke, Spirduso & 
Silverman, 1991; Marshall & Rossman, 1989; Seidman, 1991). In 1993,1 conducted a 
pilot study (Knowles, 1993) to examine the experiences of four gay and lesbian teachers. 
The study was similar to this dissertation study in that I interviewed gay and lesbian 
educators, but different because it was completed prior to the Safe Schools Program and 
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did not require that participants be “explicitly out” (Griffin, 1992). This pilot study was, 
nonetheless, a guide in contacting and obtaining participants, using the interviewing 
process, as well as in the analysis of the data in this dissertation study. The dissertation 
study has been revised to reflect the successes and failures of the pilot study. 
The pilot study combined interviewing and school observation as methods for data 
collection and was limited to answering three specific questions (Knowles, 1993, p.2): 
1. “Do gay and lesbian teachers perceive that the level of tolerance for their lifestyle 
has changed from the early 1970's to the present?” 
2. “Is there a fear of being dismissed or losing licensing?” 
3. “Do other members of the school community treat gay and lesbian teachers in 
the same manner they treat other teaching professionals on the same staff or in a 
different manner than they treat other teaching professionals on the same staff?” 
The study was conducted at three different middle school settings in Western 
Massachusetts. The four participants were found by word-of-mouth. Access to the 
schools for observations was arranged through the principals at the three sites. Interviews 
were not conducted at the schools, but in the participants' homes, in a private, quiet space. 
I chose to use only in-depth interviewing as a data gathering technique in this 
dissertation study because of my experiences with the pilot study. My decision was based 
on the following reasons: 
1. The need for absolute confidentiality for each participant is essential and may be 
jeopardized by observations. The observations were the element of the study 
about which participants expressed worry. 
2. The participants' perceptions of how they are treated by other staff members is 
an important factor and can only be gathered through interviews with the 
participants themselves. 
3. Interviewing the person is the best way to gather the person's experiences and 
perceptions. 
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The pilot study revealed several common themes. The first theme was the need to 
live two separate lives: private life was not mentioned at school. The second theme was a 
need for secrecy in school: even though none of the participants had experienced negative 
consequences, fear of such was expressed by each participant. The third theme was a 
sensitivity to other minorities. These are previously discovered common themes that I am 
bringing from the pilot study to this dissertation study. Although I hoped to gain more 
insight into these discovered themes, I also wanted to guard against letting them influence 
my questions and responses in the interviews. 
Purpose of the Study 
Massachusetts is the first state in the United States to initiate a Department of 
Education sponsored program with explicit gubernatorial support to create safe school 
environments for gay and lesbian students (Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian 
Youth, 1993). It is important to gather the stories of gay and lesbian educators who work 
in participating schools to gain an understanding of their experiences and perceptions as 
participants in this change process. It may also be a valuable assessment tool when 
examining the effects of the Safe Schools Program on the school community. 
If heterosexism is to be eliminated in our society, it is essential for everyone to be 
aware of the experiences and perceptions of gay men and lesbians. One way oppression is 
perpetuated is by members of the dominant group not having enough contact with members 
of the subordinate group to gain an understanding that the information they have learned is 
misinformation based on myths and stereotypes. Without this contact the misinformation is 
carried on from generation to generation at the individual, institutional and cultural levels 
(Jackson & Hardiman, 1988; Baker Miller, 1992). Any writings about the experiences and 
perceptions of gay men and lesbians serve to add to the available information for a better 
understanding for everyone. 
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This study is a contribution to the information available about participating schools 
for assessment purposes and adds to the writings about gay and lesbian educators. It gives 
the educators participating in the study a chance to have their voices heard. For many gay 
and lesbian educators, their sexual orientation has meant being silent about a large part of 
their lives. My hope is that increased exposure of their real-life experiences will help to 
bring about positive changes in policy, curriculum, and in the safety of the learning 
environment. A goal for society as a whole should be to have more equitable treatment for 
gays and lesbians in all communities, but the educational community certainly should be a 
place to begin. Differences in people should present the opportunity to learn about others, 
to welcome true breadth of diversity in our society, and to use what is learned to better 
understand ourselves. 
Significance of the Study 
School policies need to focus on the civil rights of all students and personnel. 
Schools need to create a safe place where learning can occur. Heterosexist bias, just as 
racial and gender biases, must be identified and eliminated from school curriculums. 
Massachusetts has taken the first steps in the United States to create a safe learning 
environment for all students (Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993). 
It is important to assess whether or not the Safe Schools Program is making a difference in 
participating schools. 
There is much work to be done to free school environments from heterosexism and 
homophobia. This dissertation is a reminder to us that every member of the school 
population deserves civil and human rights and freedom from oppression in his or her daily 
life and it will help to assess whether or not this freedom from oppression is being 
accomplished in our schools today. 
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CHAPTER II 
RELATED LITERATURE 
Theoretical Perspectives That Frame the Study 
In a research study it is necessary to identify the conceptual perspective used to 
frame the study to give the reader a basis for understanding how the researcher views the 
world and to provide the researcher with a guide for data analysis. This conceptual 
framework also gives a basis for tying in previous research on this topic to this study and 
connects this study to future research in related areas. 
Oppression theory and heterosexism are the basis for the conceptual framework in 
this study and will be presented in this section with a focus on the theories of Baker Miller 
(1992) and Jackson and Hardiman (1988). The experiences and the perceptions of the gay 
and lesbian educators in this study can be understood through an understanding of 
oppression theory and heterosexism. The identity theory section provides information 
regarding sexual identity development and a continuum of management strategies which are 
important to understand because our society does not sanction homosexuality. 
Oppression And Oppression Theory 
To fully understand why gay men and lesbians are treated differently from 
heterosexuals in our society, it is necessary to first understand oppression and how it is 
perpetuated. Oppression is an unequal distribution of power and privilege between 
individuals or groups of people based on people's differences (Baker Miller, 1992). 
Although people's differences can be perceived as valuable learning experiences, they can 
lead to difficulty, distortion, degradation or even violence for groups or individuals (Baker 
Miller, 1992). A group of people or an individual person can spend a lifetime being 
mistreated all because something about them is different. Although society has come to 
some terms with mistreating people who have a physical, mental or emotional difference or 
who are of a different race or gender, those who choose a life partner of the same gender 
are not perceived by most of society as deserving of equal power. 
Inequality of power, status and resources are factors in most situations of difference 
(Baker Miller, 1992). Some inequality is designed to be temporary, such as with parent 
and child or teacher and student. In temporary inequality the goal is to eventually establish 
the lesser as an equal (Baker Miller, 1992). A second type of inequality is not designed to 
be temporary and is defined at birth (Baker Miller, 1992; Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). 
Race, gender, sexual orientation, and physical, mental or emotional ability serve as 
characteristics to define a person or group of people as unequal (Baker Miller, 1992; 
Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). Jackson and Hardiman (1988) refer to these characteristics 
as social identities. 
In this second type of inequality, the goal of the unequal relationship is not to end 
the inequality but to set up and perpetuate two social groups defined by each social identity. 
One group will be considered by society as superior and accordingly assigned the power 
position and the other will be considered inferior and accordingly assigned to a less 
powerful position (Baker Miller, 1992). 
There are differences in terminology when labeling the superior group and the 
inferior group. Baker Miller (1992) and Jackson and Hardiman (1988) choose to call the 
superior group the dominant group and the inferior group the subordinate group. Freire 
(1972) and Goldenberg (1978) use the terms oppressor and oppressed. Although either is 
acceptable, for the purpose of this review I have chosen to refer to the superior group as the 
dominant group and the inferior group as the subordinate group. This is due to my own 
embracing of the theories of Baker Miller and Jackson and Hardiman, and my choice to 
focus on these theories as a basis for the framework of my study. 
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Each form of oppression has a dominant group and a subordinate group (Baker 
Miller, 1992; Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). An example of dominant and subordinate 
grouping is the social identity of gender where the dominant group is male while the 
subordinate group is female. Males have more economic and political power in our society 
than do females (Pharr, 1989). This is evidenced by the predominantly male representation 
in prominent positions in both business and in government. Although some women have 
power positions, the majority are held by men. In this dissertation study, the dominant 
group is heterosexual and the subordinate group is gay and lesbian. 
People are socialized into roles as members of the more powerful dominant group 
and the less powerful subordinate group. Children who are members of a dominant social 
group learn it is undesirable to be a member of a subordinate social group while children 
who are members of a subordinate social group learn that they have less power and less 
worth. This is accomplished through the teaching and acceptance of beliefs based on 
misinformation or myths, beliefs based on stereotyping (classifying by using fixed norms 
for all members of a group), beliefs based on biased history, and beliefs based on 
incomplete information (Baker Miller, 1992; Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). This is also 
accomplished through the use of punishment and penalties for members of either group that 
do not accept their roles (Baker Miller, 1992). 
The dynamics of oppression force the subordinate group to live in a reality that is 
defined by the dominant group (Baker Miller, 1992; Freire, 1972; Jackson & Hardiman, 
1988). The subordinate group is treated unequally and is considered and labeled 
substandard (Baker Miller, 1992). It is forced to perform the less valued tasks in the 
society, saving the most valued tasks for the dominant group (Baker Miller, 1992). Its 
members are victims with limited ways to change their situation (Baker Miller, 1992; 
Freire, 1972; Goldenberg, 1978). Stepping out of this defined reality could mean ridicule, 
social degradation, legal penalties or actual physical harm (Baker Miller, 1992). Being 
different from the norm set by the dominant group could mean a lifetime of negative 
consequences (Baker Miller, 1992). What is significant is that power is distributed 
unequally between the dominant group and the subordinate group with the dominant group 
being the beneficiaries of the power position. 
There are certain conditions that must exist in order for oppression to occur (Baker 
Miller, 1992; Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). The conditions are as follows: 
1. Reality is defined by the dominant group and imposed on the subordinate group. 
2. Their own oppressed condition must be internalized by the subordinate group 
thereby colluding with the dominant group. 
3. The institutionalized and systematic sustaining of unequal and differential 
treatment occurs with and without the conscious efforts of individuals. This is 
accomplished through harassment, discrimination, genocide, etc. 
4. The dominant group and the subordinate group are socialized to see and play 
these roles as correct and normal, thus perpetuating the oppression. 
5. The dominant group's culture is imposed on the subordinate group. The 
subordinate group's culture is misrepresented and discounted. 
The dominant group, the subordinate group, institutions and culture all contribute to 
making the system function. With these five conditions in place, oppression is self- 
sustaining. 
If all these conditions are not in place, oppression cannot be self-sustaining and 
begins to break down, giving more power to the subordinate group. This is why education 
is such an enemy of oppression. If dominant and subordinate group members have contact 
with each other, begin to leam new truths, start to step out of their roles as superior and 
inferior, oppression cannot sustain itself. This has been somewhat demonstrated through 
the use of education to combat racism, sexism, and ableism. To some degree, these forms 
of oppression are not as prevalent or easily sustained as they were prior to the educational 
effort. 
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One way to view oppression is to see it as a condition that is static or frozen, 
focusing on characteristics and behavior of the subordinate and dominate groups without 
concern for how oppression is perpetuated (Baker Miller, 1992; Freire, 1972; Goldenberg, 
1978). Each group has its own characteristics which complement each other and together 
complete the picture of oppression. This is a one-dimensional view, as when looking at a 
photograph. 
According to Goldenberg (1978) and Baker Miller (1992), a member of a 
subordinate group displays behaviors characteristic of the victim where there are no 
options, no choices, and where concentration is on basic survival needs. The subordinate 
group is unable to succeed or fail, but only able to survive: 
Oppression is above anything else, a condition of being, a particular stance one is 
forced to assume with respect to oneself, the world and the exigencies of change. It 
is a pattern of hopelessness and helplessness in which one sees oneself as static, 
limited and expendable . . . The end product is an individual who is in fact 
alienated, isolated and insulated from the society of which he nominally remains a 
member. (Goldenberg, 1978, p.23) 
Expressing oppression as a hopeless and helpless condition of existence that the 
subordinate group members are forced to assume, and emphasizing their isolation, creates a 
picture of a situation that is futile. The subordinate group remains in a lesser place with 
less power. Inside their reality, or perceived reality, they believe they have no real choices. 
Subordinate behavior is not proactive but reactive (Baker Miller, 1992). 
Characteristic of the victim, subordinates exhibit withdrawn behavior and seem to lack the 
ability to recognize and move toward choices or options. Such behavior, usually 
characteristic of children, is considered by dominant groups to be well-adjusted behavior 
for all subordinate groups. "Open, self-initiated action in its own self-interest must also be 
avoided. Such actions can, and still do, literally result in death for some subordinate 
groups" (Baker Miller, 1992, p.24). The subordinate feels powerless and acts that way. 
Subordinates absorb the untruths about themselves handed down to them by 
dominants. They internalize these as true and yet they feel a tension because their own 
experiences have taught them at least some conflicting information about themselves and 
their group: 
This internalization of dominant beliefs is more likely to occur if there are few 
alternative concepts at hand. On the other hand, it is also true that members of the 
subordinate group have certain experiences and perceptions that accurately reflect 
the truth about themselves and the injustice of their position. Their own more 
truthful concepts are bound to come into opposition with the mythology they 
absorbed from the dominant group. An inner tension between the two sets of 
concepts and their derivatives is almost inevitable. (Baker Miller, 1992, p.25) 
Also dehumanizing is the inability to change any of the prescribed reality to reflect 
any of the true reality. The dominant group attempts to force their own truths upon 
everyone (Baker Miller, 1992). Being forced to accept the reality of the dominant group 
and at the same time being aware of the truths and the injustice that must be endured is 
dehumanizing, demoralizing, and de-energizing for members of the subordinate group. It 
robs subordinates of their will, their courage, their initiative, and their motivation: 
Any state or situation where an individual or group objectifies and exploits another, 
by making decisions for the other, prescribing another's consciousness and 
perception and hindering the pursuit of self-affirmation as a responsible person ... 
such a situation in itself constitutes violence ... because it interferes with man's 
ontological and historical vocation to be fully human. (Freire, 1972, p. 40) 
Paulo Freire developed his theory of oppression through his work as an educator in 
Brazil, primarily with the illiterate poor. Freire (1972) describes the culture of the 
oppressed as one of silence. Because the oppressed are forced to live in a reality prescribed 
by the oppressor (Baker Miller, 1992; Freire, 1972), they become so indoctrinated with the 
imposed reality that they become fearful of freedom. Freire believes that learning to read is 
a political act because power is shared by those who are literate in a literate society. He 
taught people to read and write through the use of their own ideas and opinions rather than 
by using primers written with the ideas and words of those in power. This system for 
learning to read allows the nonreader to leam that his or her ideas and perceptions are valid 
and he or she is not forced to accept the views of the dominant group. 
Some subordinate group members have the tendency to imitate dominants and to 
want to fit into dominant groups: 
Within each subordinate group, there are tendencies for some members to imitate 
the dominants. This imitation can take various forms. Some may try to treat their 
fellow subordinates as destructively as the dominants treat them. A few may 
develop enough of the qualities valued by the dominants to be partially accepted into 
their fellowship ... if they are willing to forsake their own identification with 
fellow subordinates. (Baker Miller, 1992, p.25) 
An example of this behavior could be found among women executives who strive to be 
accepted in a "man's" world. Another example is men or women who are homosexual but 
deny their sexual orientation publicly or even to themselves and are excessively critical or 
abusive toward other homosexuals to reinforce their denial. Keeping their choice of partner 
a secret and trying to pass as heterosexual could be a strategy of gay and lesbian educators 
to avoid negative consequences which could include losing their teaching positions or even 
their licenses. 
The dominant group is perceived as the norm by the dominant and the subordinate 
group. The dominant group is the accepted model for customary human relationships 
(Baker Miller, 1992). The dominant group holds the power and the authority and defines 
what the norm will be: 
A dominant group, inevitably, has the greatest influence in determining a culture's 
overall outlook—its philosophy, morality, social theory, and even its science. The 
dominant group thus legitimizes the unequal relationship and incorporates it into 
society's guiding concepts... The culture explains the events that take place in 
terms of other premises, premises that are inevitably false, such as racial or sexual 
inferiority. (Baker Miller, 1992, p.23) 
The dominant group is so powerful that it is prescriptive of behavior-it determines what is 
acceptable and right and what is not. 
Members of the dominant group must also behave in a prescribed manner and 
adhere to the rules set by society for them. Their rules require them to not question the 
treatment of subordinate group members. They must accept the unequal treatment. 
Dominant group members, through individual actions or through group action, must do the 
following: 
... impede the development of subordinates and block their freedom of expression 
and action ... militate against stirrings of greater rationality or greater humanity in 
their own members .... A dominant group legitimizes the unequal relationship and 
incorporates it into society's guiding concepts. (Baker Miller, 1992, p.23) 
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It is "normal" to treat members of the subordinate group in a way that does not promote 
human dignity. 
Although the subordinate group is dehumanized by the dominant group, the 
dominant group, by stealing the humanity of others, is thus dehumanized as well (Freire, 
1972). At the very least, dominants are deprived of knowing the gifts, talents and 
humanity of subordinates. Dominants may not be aware of what they are doing to 
subordinates, but even full awareness may not change the behavior of the oppressor 
(Freire, 1972). 
A Dynamic Model by Jackson and Hardiman 
According to Jackson and Hardiman (1988), oppression is based on differences 
between social groups but is systematically held in place by individuals, institutions and 
cultural beliefs to create a self-sustaining system. In this view, oppression is not random 
acts of discrimination or harassment, nor is it the prejudices that hold one group in a 
superior position to another. Oppression is a system of domination. It consists of 
interlocking parts which mutually reinforce each other: 
Oppression is a systematic social phenomenon based on the differences between 
social groups that involves ideological domination, institutional control, and the 
promulgation of the oppressor group's ideology, logic system and culture on the 
oppressed group. The result is the exploitation of one social group by another for 
its own benefit, real or perceived. (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988, p.5) 
Through cultural beliefs and through socialization, misinformation is taught and reinforced, 
thus allowing ignorance to be maintained in order for this system of domination to be self- 
perpetuating. It is important to understand that this socialization process is accomplished in 
people on a conscious and subconscious level because it is so accepted by society and its 
institutions (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). 
Jackson and Hardiman (1988, p.8) present a multi-leveled example of the operation 
of oppression (see Figure 1). Their model consists of three different but interactive areas 
with horizontal and vertical components. The first area is divided into three levels of social 
context. The first level of social context is the individual level, or the interaction among 
individual people. This includes the interaction between the dominant person and the 
subordinate person. The second level of social context is the institutional level. This level 
includes unequal treatment by education, government, religion and industry. The third 
level of social context is the socio-cultural level which defines the guidelines for what is 
normal as prescribed by the dominant group. This level includes the values and 
philosophy of life that institutions and individuals live by. 
Levels 
of 
Social 
Context 
Individual 
Institutional 
Society/ 
Cultural 
Figure 1: A Dynamic Model of Oppression (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988) 
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Harro's Cycle of Socialization (1983) demonstrates that an individual’s 
development into social groups is influenced by individual, institutional and socio-cultural 
levels of social context. Children start learning from birth what is expected of them as 
members of each social group. They are taught by their parents and relatives, people they 
trust (Harro, 1983). Their learning is reinforced when they attend school and study a 
biased curriculum and when they attend church and again learn through a biased view 
(Harro, 1983). Television, movies, and advertising are powerful teachers for children and 
reinforcers for adults (Harro, 1983). 
Leisure time is another part of the daily routine where children learn about social 
identities. Sports, social activities, dating, etc., teach children what is acceptable, what is 
expected, what role has to be played (Harro, 1983). Peer pressure is a major component of 
the social learning process. In addition, government, the legal system, our health care 
system including physical and mental health, and all other parts of society support the 
socialization of children into an oppressive society (Harro, 1983). 
Each of the levels of social context (individual, institutional and socio-cultural) 
maintains the oppression on the other two thus being mutually reinforcing. Jackson and 
Hardiman give an example of this interaction at the individual level: 
An individual oppressor or oppressed person is affected by and has an effect on 
institutions and society. The individual is socialized, punished, rewarded and 
guided by institutions and a society that is ingrained with oppression. In turn, the 
individual has an effect on the institutions and the broader society to the extent that 
he/she, works, consumes, votes and lives the values of the dominant culture. 
(1988, p.9) 
This interaction between levels is accomplished at the institutional level and the socio¬ 
cultural level as well. Institutions affect the socio-cultural and individual levels and the 
socio-cultural affects institutional and individual levels. 
According to Jackson and Hardiman (1988), the two other interactive areas that 
maintain and operationalize oppression are the psycho-social processes and the application 
dimension. The psycho-social processes are the conscious and unconscious levels of 
awareness and are applied at the individual, institutional and socio-cultural levels of social 
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context. These processes affect dominant group members and subordinate group 
members. At the conscious level, oppression is knowingly maintained whereas at the 
unconscious level, there is acceptance of the dominant prescription of normal and right 
without question. 
The application dimension consists of the attitudinal and behavioral components 
which affect the dominant and subordinate group members at all three levels of social 
context. Oppression is applied both attitudinally through beliefs, values, and stereotypes 
and behaviorally through the actions of individuals and systems that support oppression. 
Jackson and Hardiman (1988) also describe the interaction between the dominants 
and the subordinates as having a vertical and a horizontal relationship. The vertical 
relationship is the interactions between dominants and subordinates that manifest the 
conscious and unconscious dehumanization of the subordinates by the dominants and the 
acceptance of this dehumanization by the subordinates as normal. The horizontal 
relationship is the interactions within homogeneous groups of subordinates and dominants 
that model and support the oppressive influences and values which serve to perpetuate 
oppression. 
This model by Jackson and Hardiman (1988) demonstrates the concept of 
oppression as a self-sustaining system and is a more complex view than the theories of 
Baker Miller, Freire, or Goldenberg. The three levels of social context, the awareness of 
oppression, and the modes of application interact at a conscious and unconscious level to 
perpetuate the system. The vertical and horizontal interaction between oppressed and 
oppressor is also important to the sustaining of the oppressive system. 
Oppression Against Oppression 
As has been stated, social groups are defined by different social identities such as 
race, gender, class, sexual orientation, religion, age, physical abilities, emotional abilities. 
and mental abilities. Dominant social groups exploiting subordinate social groups is not the 
only interaction that takes place in the perpetuation of oppression (Jackson & Hardiman, 
1988). Exploitation within a subordinate social group and exploitation of one subordinate 
social group by another is also possible: "It is safer to express hostility toward other 
oppressed peoples than toward the oppressor" (Pharr, 1988, p.61). 
Jackson and Hardiman categorize the phenomenon of one subordinate social group 
exploiting another as "Inter-Oppressed Horizontal Relationships" and describe it as 
follows: 
... the conscious and/or unconscious attitudes and behaviors exhibited in 
interactions between members of different oppressed groups that support and stem 
from learned oppressive behavior patterns and ideologies. This relationship is often 
manifested in competition around which group is more acceptable to the oppressor 
or which group is more oppressed by the oppressor. (1988, pp.l 1-12) 
It is necessary, however, to recognize that one oppressed group is no worse off or better 
off than any other. The competition of one form of oppression against another contributes 
to the self-sustaining aspect of oppression. When divisions between oppressed groups are 
maintained, energies are spent horizontally rather than vertically toward the system. 
Author Audre Lorde, a Black woman, a lesbian, and a member of an interracial 
couple writes: 
... I usually find myself part of some group in which the majority defines me as 
deviant, difficult, inferior or just plain wrong . .. among those of us who share the 
goals of liberation and a workable future for our children, there can be no 
hierarchies of oppression .... I simply do not believe that one aspect of myself 
can possibly profit from the oppression of any other part of my identity . . . and so 
long as we are divided because of our particular identities we cannot join together in 
effective political action. (1983, p.9) 
The system of oppression benefits by the oppressed contributing to their own oppression 
through the exploitation of each other. Although education about racism and sexism has 
been provided in schools, it is not generalized to include all forms of oppression. 
Heterosexism has not been affected. Subordinate groups do not often rally to the defense 
of each other. 
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Heterosexism: A Form of Oppression 
Homosexual men and women belong to the most oppressed of all groups in 
society. For while other groups exposed to contempt and rejection can find in their 
own tradition sources of pride and self-respect, homosexuals are led to believe in 
the perversity of their own nature and deprived of the very ground of their self- 
respect. (Baum, 1974, p.480) 
Heterosexism is "the structuring of our institutions so that only heterosexual 
relationships are legitimated" (Griscom, 1992, p.221). Heterosexism, like racism and 
sexism, is a form of oppression. The dominant group are heterosexual while the 
subordinate group are gay and lesbian. The dominant group sets the model for accepted 
human relationships (Baker Miller, 1992) and in our society the dominant group has 
endorsed and accepted heterosexuality as normal and homosexuality as abnormal. 
Homophobia or, "the irrational fear and hatred of those who love and sexually desire those 
of the same sex" (Pharr, 1989, p.l), is the tool by which heterosexism is enforced. Such 
negative connotations have been placed on being homosexual by the dominant group that 
most people try to stay within the traditional roles that society has assigned to men and to 
women, thus avoiding being labeled homosexual: 
It is not by chance that when children approach puberty and increased sexual 
awareness they begin to taunt each other by calling these names: "queer," "faggot," 
"pervert." It is at puberty that the full force of society's pressure to conform to 
heterosexuality and prepare for marriage is brought to bear. Children know what 
we have taught them, and we have given clear messages that those who deviate 
from standard expectations are to be made to get back in line. The best controlling 
tactic at puberty is to be treated as an outsider, to be ostracized at a time when it 
feels most vital to be accepted. Those who are different must be made to suffer 
loss. (Pharr, 1989, p.17) 
These acts of heterosexism and homophobia are seen in our schools every day 
(Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993). Everything from curriculum 
to social events such as dances, reinforces these attitudes. Heterosexuality is the only 
sexual orientation represented in most school curriculums and the only sexual orientation 
usually encouraged or allowed at school social events (Governor's Commission on Gay 
and Lesbian Youth, 1993). 
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Until recently in our society, in addition to the heterosexism demonstrated by our 
social institutions of government, courts, schools, or churches, heterosexual relationships 
were the predominant ones depicted in a positive way in movies, television, books, 
magazines, and newspapers. When a relationship between two men or two women was 
introduced, it was most often left up to the imagination of the viewer or reader whether or 
not the relationship was of a sexual nature. The popular 1991 movie Fried Green 
Tomatoes (Avnet & Kemer) is a good illustration. Although this movie takes a daring step 
in that it depicts a deep relationship between two women, having them raise a child together 
and live as a family, it is never made clear whether or not the closeness between the two 
women has a sexual dimension. The viewer may assume whatever is comfortable. Of 
course what is portrayed by the media is but a reflector and prescriptor of social attitudes. 
Same sex relationships are sometimes, perhaps usually, kept a secret to be safe 
from negative consequences. Heterosexism and homophobia are very powerful: 
[Homophobia's] power is great enough to keep ten per cent of the population living 
lives of fear (if their sexual identity is hidden) or lives of danger (if their sexual 
identity is visible) or both. And its power is great enough to keep the remaining 
eighty to ninety percent of the population trapped in their own fears. 
(Pharr, 1989, p.2) 
Fear may cause some to deny their sexual orientation if it is homosexual. In that case the 
validity of any statistical projection of what percentage of the population is gay and lesbian 
is open to serious question. 
In our schools these fears are seldom addressed (Governor's Commission on Gay 
and Lesbian Youth, 1993). Students who have questions about their sexual orientation 
usually keep them a secret to avoid the dangers. Gay and lesbian educators fear the loss of 
their jobs and sometimes their credentials, as well as fearing they will be targets for ridicule 
and social degradation. This eliminates the role models and/or the support systems gay and 
lesbian students need so much. This also eliminates role models for heterosexuals. To 
learn the truths about gay men and lesbians and to dispel the myths, misinformation and 
fears, heterosexuals must have gay and lesbian role models. Baker Miller (1992) contends, 
however, that dominant groups do not want to know about the existence of inequality. 
They avoid awareness. Any questioning of what is "normal" is threatening. 
According to Barbara Smith (1983), heterosexism is not usually taken seriously, is 
not often mentioned as a form of oppression, and will be the last oppression to be 
eradicated. Jokes and derogatory statements targeted at gays and lesbians are accepted in 
most circles where racist comments or jokes would not be tolerated (Smith, 1983; 
Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993). Heterosexism is, however, 
extremely serious, sometimes to the point of being fatal: 
Consider that on the night of September 29, 1982, 20-30 New York City policemen 
rushed without warning into Blues, a Times Square bar. They harassed and 
severely beat the patrons, vandalized the premises, emptied the cash register and left 
without making a single arrest. What motivated such brutal behavior? The answer 
is simple. The cops were inspired by three cherished tenets of our society: racism, 
classism and homophobia: the bar's clientele is Black, working class and gay. As 
the police cracked heads, they yelled racist and homophobic epithets familiar to 
every school child. . . none of the New York daily papers, including the Times, 
bothered to report the incident. (Smith, 1983, p.7) 
The offices of The New York Times are located directly across the street from the bar. 
This was a verifiable incident of police brutality which never appeared in the press even 
after a protest demonstration, held soon after the attack. 
Homophobia directed toward gay men by supposedly heterosexual men may be due 
to the perceived threat of gay men to male dominance and power. This would have its 
roots in sexism as well as heterosexism (Pharr, 1988). Similarly, homophobia directed 
toward lesbians would also have its roots in sexism as well as heterosexism (Pharr, 1988). 
It was demonstrated in the Blues bar incident that the dominant group in our society 
has endorsed and accepted heterosexuality as normal and homosexuality as abnormal. 
Baker Miller (1992) states that the dominant group blocks the freedom of action and 
expression of subordinates, impedes their development, and legitimizes the unequal power. 
The police and the Times demonstrated a way the dominant group blocks freedom of action 
and expression of homosexuals and how the unequal power between them is legitimized. 
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By not reporting the incident, the Times was condoning the behavior of the police and 
colluding in taking away rights homosexuals should have under the law. 
Goldenberg (1978) described a pattern of hopelessness and helplessness for the 
oppressed, where they are alienated and isolated. Freire (1972) talks of the oppressor 
exploiting the oppressed and hindering their pursuit of self-affirmation. The Blues bar 
incident is certainly an example of both. Being attacked by the police who are supposed to 
protect is a form of betrayal and brutal denial of the right to pursue self-affirmation. 
Jackson and Hardiman (1988) contend that one of the societal conditions that must 
occur to perpetuate oppression is the institutional and systematic sustaining of the unequal 
and differential treatment of the oppressed through discrimination and harassment. Barbara 
Smith's account of the Blues bar incident is an example of how heterosexism is perpetuated 
in daily life through institutions of the dominant group such as the media and law 
enforcement agencies. 
Gay men and lesbians are forced into silence by happenings like the Blues bar 
incident. Silence is not limited to the gay men and lesbians who are afraid to be public. 
Any sources of truth that might support the oppressed and help improve their situation must 
be silenced as well. Heterosexists believe that gay and lesbian issues should be kept silent 
(Smith, 1983). These issues should be a private concern, not a political matter. Smith 
describes the world that most gay men and lesbians are forced to live in: 
The life-destroying impact of lost jobs, children, friendships, and family; the 
demoralizing toll of living in constant fear of being discovered by the wrong person 
which pervades all lesbians and gay men's lives whether closeted or out; and the 
actual physical violence and deaths that gay men and lesbians suffer at the hands of 
homophobes .... (Smith, 1983, p.8) 
If the issue of how gay men and lesbians are treated should not be talked about and 
homosexuality should not be displayed in any way or truthfully portrayed to society, there 
may never be enough information to challenge heterosexism and homophobia. Of course, 
this is how oppression is perpetuated. 
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Smith (1983) further states that people are generally threatened by issues of 
sexuality, and homosexuality puts their own sexuality into question. There is so much 
social pressure to be heterosexual that some deny their homosexual orientation and try to 
live as heterosexuals. Those in denial can be uncomfortable with the subject of 
homosexuality. Putting down gay men and lesbians and widening the gulf between "we" 
and "they" protects one's heterosexual credentials and privilege-I'm okay and you're not. 
Of course put-downs and distancing also reduce the humanity of gay men and lesbians. 
Barbara Smith (1983) addresses the issue of heterosexism and homophobia in our 
schools. She claims that schools are cauldrons of homophobic feelings. Graffiti in the 
restrooms, comments from children, curriculum materials that only represent a heterosexual 
lifestyle, and the termination of employment of educators who are not heterosexual are 
some examples. A reason to address this oppression in our schools is simple: 
... At least ten per cent of your students will be or already are lesbians and gay 
males. Ten per cent of your colleagues are as well. Homophobia may well be the 
last oppression to go, but it will go. It will go a lot faster if people who are 
opposed to every form of subjugation work in coalition to make it happen. 
(Smith, 1983, p.8) 
Even though it is difficult to be the "gay teacher" or the teacher accused of being gay by the 
school community for trying to make a safer environment for gay and lesbian students, it is 
necessary for school personnel to do this to enhance the learning of all students. All 
students have the right to a safe environment in which to learn. 
William Bums (1989), an Assistant Vice President for Student Life, Policy and 
Service, at Rutgers University, states that homophobia is openly present on college 
campuses. It is one of the few bigotries that are permitted. Bums himself felt he had a 
liberal view of homosexuality because he was "tolerant." He admits that his gay and 
lesbian students taught him a great deal about what it is like to be homosexual and about 
examining his own attitudes. One thing he learned from them is that being "tolerant" of 
homosexuality is like putting up with it and suggests there is something wrong with 
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homosexuality. Tolerance is not what gay men and lesbians want from society. They want 
equality and affirmation. 
Bums wondered why "they" (gay men and lesbians) need to be so public. In 
response to Burn's question, one of his gay male students asked the following: 
[H]ow [could we] reconcile the university's mission of searching for the truth and 
its complementary ethic of intellectual honesty with a position that essentially asks 
some people to engage in a lifetime of deception about some of the most basic of 
human feelings? (Bums, 1989, p.22) 
Burns learned about silence from his gay and lesbian students. A gay male student 
told of a friend who did not report vandalism to his car because part of the vandalism was 
the word "fag" spray painted all over it. His friend was not out to his parents and was 
afraid the police or insurance reports might contain this information and be sent to them. 
The crime was not reported. One lesbian student felt that if she passed for heterosexual, 
she could never express her love to her female "partner." Students also explained that 
silence meant never to know about the culture or history of people who are like you. 
Bums realized that the private matter of sexuality was a double standard because it 
was not kept private at all for heterosexuals: 
Heterosexuality screams at us in this culture—in the way we talk, the jokes we tell, 
the expectations we have, the assumptions we make. Heterosexual love imagery 
drives large parts of our culture—from product advertisements and success 
symbols to what we learn in school. Anything else is exotic, and any attention it 
gets is given only to its most exotic detail. (1989, p.23) 
Every aspect of our culture sets heterosexuality as the norm. Homosexuality is usually 
represented by myths and stereotypes rather than by reality. 
Gay men and lesbians who are not silent about their sexuality are brave, according 
to Bums (1989). Being homosexual in this society either requires one to hide or requires 
one to risk the negative consequences. Bums alludes to the black and pink triangles 
homosexuals were forced to wear in Hitler's death camps. Black triangles were for 
lesbians and pink triangles were for gay men. These triangles worn today are a breaking of 
the silence, an affirmation of self, and an emblem of liberation. They are worn by the 
brave. 
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Identity Theory 
Identity is defined by Johnston as "what you can say you are according to what 
they say you can be" (1978, p.27). This assigns both a personal and a societal component 
to the definition of identity (Eliason, 1996). When the personal component and the societal 
component agree, there should be very little conflict surrounding identity or few problems 
with the management of that identity. When there is a social stigma attached to one's 
identity, this can sometimes cause conflict within a person. 
Sexual identity is "social and/or personal identity in terms of [orientation] for sexual 
activity with a particular gender" (Ponse, 1978, p.27). Heterosexuality, or orientation 
toward the opposite sex, and homosexuality, or orientation toward the same sex, are not 
given equal encouragement from society. We are raised to assume a heterosexual identity 
(Rust, 1993). To identify oneself as homosexual, a contradiction between the initial 
heterosexual identity and one's own psychosexual experience must occur (Rust, 1993). 
Some experiences are not acknowledged because they do not fit into the approved 
heterosexual format: 
Heterosexual identity serves as a perceptual schema that filters and guides the 
interpretation of experience; experiences are given meanings that are consistent with 
heterosexual identity. Same-sex attractions and intimate relationships that might 
otherwise be viewed as homosexual can be interpreted as platonic or transitory or 
attributed to nonessential causes, such as drunkenness or situational constraints, 
whereas comparable other sex attractions and relationships are interpreted as 
reflections of heterosexual essence. (Rust, 1993, p.71) 
Because of heterosexism, having a nonheterosexual identity can cause loss of job, 
family and/or housing (Eliason, 1996). This creates a conflict between what identity is 
comfortable personally and what is comfortable within societal parameters. The identity 
one is comfortable with is not always the identity society would allow for that individual. 
Because there often are no visible signs to indicate one's sexual identity, it is possible to 
deny a homosexual identity and avoid the societal sanctions. 
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Despite the negative connotation society assigns a homosexual identity, 
psychological health, authenticity in interpersonal relationships and integration of 
personality are associated with the ability to be open about being gay or lesbian (Kahn, 
1991). To be personally healthy requires someone with a gay or lesbian identity to put 
themselves in a position which would allow society to define them as unhealthy. One must 
assume a resolution of internalized homophobia to achieve a positive feeling about being 
gay and lesbian (Kahn, 1991). Also one must be ready to accept the possible ridicule of 
heterosexists in society when or if that identity becomes public knowledge. 
There are several theories of sexual identity formation. Early theorists found 
"coming out" to be a single event which usually marked the first time one thought of 
oneself as homosexual (Dank, 1971). Later theories describe "coming out" as a linear 
process of moving through developmental stages where the later stages are assigned more 
value (Cass, 1979). This is a shedding of heterosexual identity and identifying oneself as 
homosexual. Interactionists believe that sexual identity formation is an ongoing process of 
social interaction and the "coming out" process is created in retrospect. Finally, social 
constructionist theory teaches that homosexuality "is a socially constructed view of oneself, 
a matter of self-definition with significant implications for one's lifestyle" (Vance & Green, 
1984). Identity results from the interpretation of one's experiences in terms of social 
constructs (Rust, 1993). 
Cass (1979) developed a six stage model of the process of "coming out" of 
heterosexuality to homosexuality and described the psychological changes that occurred in 
and between each stage. The stages consisted of confusion, comparison, tolerance, 
acceptance, pride, and synthesis (Cass, 1979). Progression through the stages occurred in 
response to a difference between one's perception of his or her own sexual identity, one's 
sexual behavior, and personal beliefs of what others think one's sexual identity is (Brady & 
Busse, 1994). The desire to achieve congruence between a person's intrapsychic matrix 
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and the environment moves him or her through the stages of homosexual identity formation 
(Cass, 1979). 
Plummer (1975) developed a four stage model of "coming out" which began with a 
stage labeled "sensitization." In this first stage, experiences such as same-sex close 
friendships do not take on a homosexual interpretation until after one has "come out" and 
looks back over the experiences in retrospect. Even though Plummer is an interactionist, 
his stages are still goal-oriented and move toward the end product of a homosexual identity 
(Rust, 1993). 
Social constructionists theory states that "coming out is the process of describing 
oneself in terms of social constructs rather than a process of discovering one's essence" 
(Rust, 1993. p.68). Rather than being looked at as a negative occurrence, changes in self- 
identity are considered by social constructionists to be healthy and necessary due to 
changing social context (Rust, 1993). Individuals, however, do not usually consider their 
sexual identity as socially constructed and experience it as stable (Rust, 1993). In 
retrospect they see changes in sexual identity as a goal-oriented process of discovery and 
acceptance. Goals, nonetheless, are chosen from the options that are perceived as available 
and these options are defined by society (Rust, 1993). 
Gay men and lesbians develop strategies to manage their sexual identity. In a study 
by Griffin (1992), gay and lesbian teachers describe management strategies that fall on a 
continuum which includes four different categories. Strategies move from "passing," to 
"covering," to being "implicitly out," to being "explicitly out." "Passing" was defined as 
passing as heterosexual by changing the gender of pronouns, attending school functions 
with a date of the opposite sex or allowing people to believe one is heterosexual because of 
having been married in the past or having children. According to participants in the study, 
the problem with "passing" was the feeling of being dishonest. "Covering" was defined as 
trying not to be seen as gay or lesbian but not as heterosexual either. Participants in this 
category went to school social events alone, were careful outside of school to not be seen at 
gay social events or being close with their partner, were careful what they wore, and 
omitted gender pronouns. This category was perceived as not being dishonest or deceptive 
to colleagues. Being "implicitly out" was defined as being honest about relationships and 
personal life without a label. This included inviting people home for dinner with one's 
partner, talking about a partner by name, talking about vacations with one's partner, 
wearing symbols identified as gay or lesbian, but never actually stating a sexual orientation. 
Being "implicitly out" felt honest and safe. "Explicitly out" meant sharing a gay or lesbian 
identity with selected colleagues. This was the most dangerous strategy but the one with 
the greatest feeling of self-integrity: ".. .personal and professional identities could be 
integrated and the need for secrecy and dishonesty among those with whom they were 
explicitly out was eliminated" (Griffin, 1992, p.179). 
It was indicated in Griffin's study (1992) that gay men and lesbians often use more 
than one strategy to manage their identities depending on the situation and the people 
involved. Some used all four at times. It was stated, however, that much energy was 
expended in this management process. 
Interaction with other lesbians and gay men who can serve as good role models is 
key to learning the skills to handle a homosexual identity (Kahn, 1991). The 
encouragement of autonomy and exploration from one's family of origin as well as being 
taught the skill of good communication is also important in overcoming homophobic 
attitudes and moving toward the congruence of public and private identities (Kahn, 1991). 
It is easier to achieve congruence when there is individual independence from the family. 
Positive personal growth occurs when self-perception and the perceptions of others 
are consistent (Kahn, 1991). Higher levels of mental and physical health are reported 
among lesbians who are out in all areas of their lives and feel they do not need the approval 
of others (Kahn, 1991). Less guilt is felt and more long term benefits, as compared to 
short term losses, are also achieved through being out (Kahn, 1991). 
Moving back to the topic of our schools, it is easy to see how gay and lesbian 
educators being at least “explicitly out” (Griffin, 1992) at their schools could contribute to 
higher levels of mental and physical health and personal growth. An understanding of 
oppression and heterosexism should also better equip heterosexual educators to be 
supportive allies. 
Foundational Literature to Which the Study Connects 
An understanding of oppression, heterosexism and identity theory provide a lens 
through which to view this study of gay and lesbian educators working in participating 
schools in Massachusetts. This section of related literature presents a foundation of 
knowledge which includes an explanation and exploration of homophobic beliefs, and 
surveys case law and related research studies involving gay and lesbian educators. This 
foundation will hopefully lead to a better understanding of heterosexism in society in 
general and heterosexism as it relates to the educational community. 
Homophobic Beliefs About Homosexuality 
There is much controversy around whether or not gay men and lesbians should be 
allowed to be educators. Often judgments are based on homophobic beliefs about 
homosexuality. Homophobia is the irrational fear and hatred of people who love and have 
sexual relationships with people of the same sex. These irrational fears and this hatred hold 
heterosexism in place. According to Sears (1987), the three main homophobic beliefs used 
to justify the oppression of gay men and lesbians are as follows: 
1. Homosexuality is a sin. 
2. Homosexuality is a sickness. 
3. Homosexuality is a crime. 
There are various topics that fall within these three broad categories as well. The three 
beliefs stated above can easily be refuted and shown to be myths. 
I will explore and expand on these myths to show how they perpetuate 
heterosexism and how they are related to gay and lesbian educators working in the 
educational community. Both beliefs and stereotypes will be introduced. Stereotypes are 
generalizations about a group of people whereas a belief is an opinion or conviction that 
something is true. 
A number of myths support the perpetuation of heterosexism. One such myth that 
justifies not supporting sexual relationships between two men or two women is that 
homosexuality is unnatural because it is not found elsewhere in nature. There is much 
scientific evidence to show that homosexuality does exist in nature (Hunt & Hunt, 1977; 
Kinsey, 1953). Denniston writes, "Homosexual activity ... occurs in every type of 
animal that has been carefully studied" (1980, p.38). This myth is nevertheless held 
tenaciously to support heterosexism despite evidence that proves it false. 
What is considered natural or human nature is often a social construct or a product 
of society at that point in time. "Natural or human within a particular culture or historical 
period is a given only for those who are products of that culture" (Sears, 1987, p.82). It is 
also a given or accepted norm for those who invent that culture or have dominance and 
want to keep it. For example, homosexuality was accepted and encouraged among the 
early Greeks and Romans and was practiced within the early Christian church: 
Historically the homosexual has held a wide range of positions in the social 
structure. For the early Greeks homosexuality was accepted and often encouraged. 
Some of the most revered Greek leaders, as well as later Roman emperors were 
homosexuals. Probably the condemnation of homosexuality by the early Christian 
church was to a great extent a reaction against the unbridled license of the Romans. 
But, even within the church homosexuality was widely practiced, and we find the 
figure of the homosexual priest often present in Renaissance drama. 
(Horenstein, 1971) 
History shows us that today's perspective on homosexuality is different from the 
perspectives of earlier time periods, thus supporting Sears' statement that "natural" is a 
product of culture. It is necessary to keep this in mind when examining other myths about 
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homosexuality. It should also be remembered that what is "natural" is dictated by those 
who want to keep their dominant position in society. 
Homosexuality as a Sin 
One argument used by heterosexists to justify the oppression of gay men and 
lesbians is that homosexuality is a sin. Arguments are based on parts of the Bible as well 
as examples of the family and the fact that sexual relations between homosexuals do not 
produce children. 
Biblical References 
Through the process of different translations, the Bible has changed over time to 
accommodate political, social, and cultural contexts. When considering homosexuality as a 
sin or as morally wrong, it is necessary to understand that the term homosexual was not 
coined until the 1890s and was not generally used until the 1930s. Homosexual behavior 
is described by psychologists as a universal part of sexuality. The term "homosexual" 
never appeared in the Bible. No manuscript, no extant text, not Hebrew, Syriac, Greek or 
Aramaic, contains the word. The recent use of the word "homosexuality" by English 
translators of the Bible is merely an example of their bias (Boswell, 1980; Pharr, 1989). 
As an example of the bias of the English translators, two Greek words in 
Corinthians 6:9 and one repeated in I Timothy 1:10 have recently had their meanings 
changed. Well into the Twentieth Century malakos meant masturbation. This was 
unanimously accepted by leaders in all religions. Now it means "homosexual acts": 
There is no textual reason why the understanding of this word should recently have 
changed. The fact is that very few of our contemporaries, church people included, 
can really believe that masturbation would deserve exclusion from heaven. So the 
interpretation of malakos has quietly been transferred to a group so silenced, so 
excluded by heterosexism, that even Bible translators and theologians have failed to 
express outrage at this gross inaccuracy. (Mollenkott, 1986, p. 15) 
The second Greek word is arsenotokoites. During the first four Christian centuries this 
word was taken to mean "male prostitute." Now it is taken to mean "homosexual": 
Then as now, male prostitutes were available for hire by women as well as men. 
That this word should now be translated homosexual, as if Paul were talking about 
a permanent sexual orientation ... is typical of heterosexist misuse of biblical 
passages in order to deny first-class citizenship to gay women and men. 
(Mollenkott, 1986, p. 15) 
According to Mollenkott (1986), Malakos and arsenotokoites are now taken to mean that 
homosexuals will not be accepted into God's realm, and because of this, do not deserve to 
be protected here on earth. 
Pharr (1989) talks of eight references to homosexuality in the Bible. She contends 
that these references have been interpreted incorrectly only since the early part of the 
Twentieth Century. Before this time they had a different interpretation. An example is 
Genesis 19:4-11, the passage about Sodom and Gomorrah. This passage is actually about 
inhospitality and injustice, according to Pharr (1989) and Bailey (1955). Pharr writes, 
"The law of hospitality was universally accepted and Lot was struggling to uphold it 
against what we assume are heterosexual townsmen threatening gang rape to the two male 
angels in Lot's home" (1989, p.3). In Isaiah 1:9-17 and Jeremiah 23:14, Sodom's sins 
were described as adultery, lies, lack of sincere religious practices, oppression, and the 
neglect of widows. There is no mention of homosexuality. Jesus, in Luke 10:10-13, 
refers to Sodom's sin when speaking about inhospitality. 
The Biblical passage of Sodom and Gomorrah has caused so many negative 
consequences for homosexuals due to the inaccurate interpretation: 
... in the Christian West, the homosexual has been the victim of torture, and even 
death. In the name of a mistaken understanding of Sodom and Gomorrah, the true 
crime of Sodom and Gomorrah had been and continues to be repeated every day. 
(McNeill, 1976, p.50) 
This misinterpretation has been a convenient reason for heterosexists to justify the negative 
treatment of homosexuals. 
Some passages in the Bible are taken literally while others are ignored as not being 
appropriate for our times. Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 calls for the death penalty for sexual 
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acts between men. Other passages in Leviticus prohibit eating clams, shrimp, oysters, 
rabbit, and pork, and prohibit anyone who is physically handicapped from being a part of 
the ministry, etc. Why are two verses still considered valid while the rest are ignored? In 
Romans 1:26-32, Paul called homosexual acts unnatural, but Paul disapproved of all sexual 
acts. Paul also condoned slavery but this is not a passage that is quoted. 
In his adult life, Jesus himself was not a role model for the heterosexual family. He 
maintained an intimate relationship with twelve men and never married. He had a very 
close relationship with his apostle, John (John 20:2). Also in the Bible, the books of 
Samuel tell of the homosexual relationship between Jonathan and Israel's hero, David. 
Ruth relates the story of the lesbian relationship between Ruth and Naomi. These parts of 
the Bible are not usually discussed. 
The use of Scripture to express personal prejudice is much different from the 
interpretation of Scripture in accord with the spirit of love taught in all Scripture. "Careful 
analyses can almost always differentiate between conscientious application of religious 
ethics and the use of religious precepts as justification for personal animosity or prejudice" 
(Boswell, 1980, p.7). According to a report by the Episcopal Diocese of Michigan back in 
1980, it is time to stop the use of Scripture that is not in harmony with an understanding of 
God we have learned from all Scripture, a God of love. 
The Socialization Process, Sexual Relations and the Nuclear Family 
The socialization process of boys and girls as supported and taught by the church, 
the defining of sexual relations that cannot produce children as being a sin, and only 
recognizing the nuclear family as the norm, all serve to promote heterosexism within the 
religious community and society in general. The privileges the church offers can only be 
enjoyed by, and awarded to, heterosexuals. 
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Socialization into gender roles compartmentalizes roles and traits, thus eliminating 
the natural development and expression of each child's personal qualities (Sears, 1987). 
Boys and girls are divided into masculine and feminine roles and traits such as aggressive 
and passive, intellectual and emotional, breadwinner and homemaker, thus making girls 
dependent on boys and valuing boys over girls. This not only promotes heterosexism and 
sexism, but it prevents self-identity and full human development for both males and 
females. Mollenkott (1989) points out that the heterosexist socialization process is much 
more harmful to females than males because of the promotion of dependency and the 
devaluing aspect: 
Although heterosexism hampers the development of all women and men and 
excludes self-affirming gay males and lesbians from positions of authority, I 
suspect that heterosexism is more harmful to women than to men. Teaching 
women that heterosexuality is compulsory is absolutely vital to maintaining the 
power men in general hold over women in general. (Mollenkott, 1989, p. 15) 
Without this aspect of socialization, sexism and heterosexism would not have the power 
that they do today in our society. 
Another argument used by churches to show that homosexuality is morally wrong 
is that sexual relations between two men or two women cannot produce children. Many 
church denominations, including Roman Catholicism, judge that sexual relations without 
the possibility of children violates God's law (Harvey, 1967). If one adheres to this view, 
"[t]he concept of human beings as selective and reasoning creatures of God, capable of 
expressing love in a variety of ways is ignored" (Sears, 1987, p.86). 
The socialization process and the condemning of sexual relations between two men 
or two women also sets up the concept that only a man and a woman can marry and start a 
family: 
... [society's] perception of the nuclear "family" is filtered through the Christian 
model of the "holy family" with its reproductive icons of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. 
But no matter how beautiful it appears (especially in its promise of "true love"), this 
family model is an essentially repressive one, teaching authoritarian psychological 
patterns, meekness in women, and a belief in the unchanging rightness of male 
power.. . no matter what statistics we see in the newspapers about divorce, 
violence in the home, mental breakdown ... [w]e assume without thinking that 
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this model is the only "natural" form of family, and that if there are problems it 
must be the individual who is at fault, not the institution. (Hite, 1995, p.57) 
This model of the nuclear family not only supports and condones heterosexism because of 
its exclusion of gay and lesbian couples, it also supports and condones sexism through its 
inclusion of male dominance and power. 
There is much talk of the breakdown of the nuclear family in our society today. 
Independent women as well as the existence and emergence of gay men and lesbians are 
often blamed for this breakdown. The introduction of an alternative to the nuclear family, 
to female dependence on males, or to compulsory heterosexual relationships could 
contribute to a breakdown in heterosexism as well as sexism. These forms of oppression 
could lose some of their power. Fundamentalist groups are trying to stop the breakdown 
of these oppressions and strengthen the idea of the nuclear family. The traditional 
heterosexist family unit is glorified and the nontraditional family unit is condemned. 
Hite (1995) explains that the family was created for political reasons, not religious 
reasons, by men who wanted the inheritance and lineage to flow through them even though 
they did not bear the children. Also men needed children to work the fields and to care for 
them in their old age. The modem family unit was created so the man would own the 
woman and she would reproduce for him. She was restricted to only him through 
marriage, and her imprisonment in the marriage was celebrated as a virtue. Mary and her 
self-sacrificing manner was used as an example. 
Now that reproduction is not an issue of urgency, it is understandable that the 
traditional model of family is breaking down. "It is not that people don't want to build 
loving, family-style relationships, it is that they do not want to be forced to build them 
within one rigid, hierarchical, heterosexist, reproductive framework" (Hite, 1995, p.61). 
Although fundamentalists say the breakdown is not a positive thing, this breakdown could 
be taken as a sign of a more tolerant and open society with more diverse and gentler family 
units, chosen family units rather than compulsory family units, according to Hite. 
Different does not mean bad: 
Heterosexism dictates that only heterosexual partnership can form the basis for a 
family. While same-sex partnerships are often called "anti-family" in our 
homophobic society, actually such relationships create family, in that they create 
stable emotional and economic units. Family, in this sense, may be defined as a 
kin-like unit of two or more persons who are related by blood, marriage, adoption, 
or primary commitment, and who usually share the same household. 
(Griscom, 1992, p.223) 
Choosing a partner based on love and one's own sexual orientation and personal needs 
rather than society's oppressive dictations could mean happier couples and happier family 
units. If oppression were eliminated, the choice of happiness could be the norm. 
Churches' Approaches To Homosexuality 
Individual churches have different approaches to homosexuality. According to 
Sears (1987), Presbyterians, Lutherans, and United Methodists condemn the legal and 
social discrimination of gay men and lesbians while not condoning homosexuality; while 
the Unitarian Universalist Church, the Metropolitan Community Church, and the 
Restoration Church of Jesus Christ give liturgical recognition to homosexual commitments. 
The Roman Catholic Church and its Dignity organization and the Episcopal Church and its 
Integrity organization provide regular fellowship meetings as well as counseling and 
support for gay men and lesbians (Sears, 1987). 
The above implies a general acceptance of gay men and lesbians by churches. 
Looking more closely, gay men and lesbians are allowed to worship but still do not enjoy 
all the privileges heterosexuals do in most churches—not all churches, but most churches. 
Homosexuality as a Sickness 
Another argument to justify the oppression of gay men and lesbians is the myth that 
homosexuality is a sickness. Although this argument was proved false forty years ago, it 
is still held as true by some who are misinformed. 
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From Psychopathology To A Part of Human Sexuality 
For many years homosexuality was studied by the analysis of those gay men and 
lesbians who were seeking psychiatric help or who were institutionalized in hospitals or 
prisons (Mohr, 1992). "[T]he view of homosexuality as pathological [was] seldom 
separated from studies of particular homosexual men and women who exhibited 
pathological behavior" (Sears, 1987, p.84). Studying individuals who were in need of 
psychiatric help obviously did not give an accurate picture of what gay men and lesbians 
were like. 
It is interesting to note the choice of the sample population for the early studies of 
gay men and lesbians. It was most likely the misinformation and stereotypes of 
homosexuals being mentally ill or criminals that brought the investigators to psychiatric 
hospitals and prisons in the first place. The results of the studies done in these institutions 
merely confirmed the pre-conceived generalizations, thus perpetuating the oppression 
(Mohr, 1992). 
The "treatments" for homosexuality, from psychotherapy to aversion therapy, were 
not successful at changing sexual orientation (Gonsiorek, 1981). There was as much of a 
success rate trying to change the sexual orientation of homosexuals as there probably 
would be a success rate trying to change the sexual orientation of heterosexuals, although 
few would think of attempting to change the sexual orientation of heterosexuals. 
In the mid-fifties, Evelyn Hooker (1957) completed extensive studies of gay men 
and lesbians in a non-clinical setting. Using standard psychological diagnostic testing and 
eliminating any indications of sexual orientation, Hooker presented gay files and nongay 
files to psychiatrists, instructing them to distinguish between the two, operating on the 
psychiatrists' premise that gays were crazy or sick and their belief that they were experts at 
detecting craziness. The results of the studies were an embarrassment to the psychiatric 
establishment who made a large amount of money "curing" insane gay men and lesbians. 
The experts found no distinctions among the files (Hooker, 1957). These studies helped 
eliminate the American Psychiatric Association's labeling of homosexuality as an illness 
(Bayer, 1981). 
The concept of homosexuality as a sickness was overruled in 1980 by the American 
Psychiatric Association in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (3rd 
Edition). The APA decided that homosexuality is no more abnormal than to be left-handed. 
It was concluded, "Homosexuality, per se, implies no impairment in judgment, stability, or 
general social or vocational capabilities" (Bayer, 1981, p.137). Homosexuality is neither a 
sickness nor a psychopathology (Bell & Weinberg, 1978). Homosexuality is also said to 
be "an integral part of human sexuality, present in all cultures and during every historical 
period" (Sears, 1987, p.84). This decision by the APA was not highly publicized. If there 
had been publicity, the decision might have countered the persistent myths and stereotypes 
about gay men and lesbians. 
As the studies done by Hooker (1957) show, facts do not determine beliefs or 
stereotypes. The homophobic belief and stereotype of homosexuality as a sickness lives on 
despite the new studies and classifications. "Stereotypes, then, are not the products of bad 
science, but are social constructions that perform central functions in maintaining society's 
conception of itself" (Mohr, 1992). 
Percentage of the Population 
It is a fallacy that homosexual behavior is restricted to a small percentage of the 
population. This myth of very few homosexuals perpetuates the notion that homosexuality 
is an oddity. In the United States, most adults display a range of sexual behaviors. They 
have sexual experiences and feelings that fall somewhere within a continuum. These 
feelings and experiences are not exclusively homosexual or exclusively heterosexual 
(Kinsey, 1948; Gebhard & Johnson, 1979). 
In 1948, Alfred Kinsey conducted a study of the sex lives of five thousand white 
males. This study was a shock to the nation. Kinsey found that thirty-seven percent of the 
white males studied had at least one experience leading to orgasm of a homosexual nature, 
another thirteen percent had homosexual fantasies leading to orgasm, five percent never had 
a heterosexual experience, four percent were exclusively homosexual, and twenty percent 
had an equal number of homosexual and heterosexual experiences. These figures varied 
only slightly over all social categories including religion, class, education and income 
(Kinsey, 1948). Earlier, Freud and a group of his followers felt that everyone had urges 
for sexual partners of both genders. If this is true, then our homophobia shows us that we 
have "met the enemy and he/she is us" (Murphy, 1984). We do not see that the enemy, 
heterosexism, has given homosexuality a negative connotation and that there is a continuum 
of sexual experiences and feelings, not an exclusively heterosexually oriented population. 
We perpetuate heterosexism by living by its "rules" and carrying out the negative 
consequences that are directed at people who dare to be different. 
Homophobic Beliefs Affecting Gay and Lesbian Educators 
A homophobic and stereotypic concern of society is that educators who are gay or 
lesbian are child molesters. This concern causes gay and lesbian educators to fear public 
knowledge of their sexual orientation: "Most choose to remain closeted rather than risk 
being subjected to prejudice, discrimination, and accusations that they are child molesters 
or recruiters to an immoral lifestyle" (Griffin, 1992, p. 167). Despite the persistence of 
these two myths, studies show that as high as ten girls for every one boy will be sexually 
abused by heterosexual men, not gay men. At least 97 percent of all child molesters are 
heterosexual men with 75 percent being family members or men who are well known to the 
victim. The victims are usually girls. Our society encourages men to be violent toward 
women and children, both overtly and subtly (Bass, 1983). 
The stereotype of gay and lesbian educators as child molesters is more manageable 
and acceptable to society than the idea of a father as child molester. That situation would 
give the problem back to the nuclear family unit or more directly, to heterosexual men. The 
stereotype of the gay or lesbian teacher as child molester keeps the family unit "from being 
examined too closely for incest, child abuse, wife-battering, and the terrorism of constant 
threats. The stereotype teaches that the problems of the family are not internal to it, but 
external" (Mohr, 1992, p.353). It also keeps heterosexual men from having to examine 
their behavior and be responsible for it. 
The same cultural forces are at work to create the stereotype of the gay man or 
lesbian as a child molester that were once at work to create the stereotype that gay men and 
lesbians are crazy. Stereotypes are not based on truth. Studies and truths can only change 
stereotypes if the facts are made public knowledge. 
Another homophobic belief or stereotype of gay and lesbian educators is that they 
are "recruiters to an immoral lifestyle" (Griffin, 1992, p.167). Parents and educators have 
little influence on a child's sexual identity. This identity, or sexual orientation, is 
established at a very early age and is not a conscious choice, whether it be a heterosexual 
orientation or a homosexual orientation (Kinsey, 1948; Marmor, 1980). 
It is however, important to note that enormous pressure is put on every member of 
society to be heterosexual. Adrienne Rich's ideas in her essay, "Compulsory 
Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence," are reiterated by Valverde as she writes, "Given 
the enormous social weight of heterosexism, one cannot accurately describe heterosexuality 
as merely a personal preference, as though there were not countless social forces pushing 
one to be heterosexual" (1985, p.l 14). 
All this powerful pressure and influence exerted by the dominant culture to "make" 
us all heterosexual (compulsory heterosexuality) has not made gay men and lesbians 
heterosexual, just as nobody can "make" someone who is heterosexual be gay or lesbian. 
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No teacher can make a student homosexual just as no teacher can make a student 
heterosexual. 
Living Without Positive Regard From Society 
All of these homophobic beliefs or stereotypes make life very difficult for gay men 
and lesbians in general, and for those who are educators and students. It is difficult to live 
life from day to day in a society which does not show positive regard toward a person: 
People who are held in contempt by society; marginalized by custom, vilified by a 
vulgar or subtle language of exclusion, and judged as sick, as immoral, as perverts, 
will in one way or another internalize these judgments in the form of self-rejection 
and self-hatred. (Baum, 1974, p.480) 
The treatment described by Baum (1974), applies to homosexuals. It would seem 
impossible to carry on a normal life under these conditions. Although the effects of 
heterosexism on gay and lesbian students is seen in their high suicide rate (Governor's 
Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993), similar effects of heterosexism on gay and 
lesbian educators are usually not so visible. As cited previously (Griffin, 1992, p.167), 
they are an "invisible minority group in the schools." 
Weinberg and Williams (1974) concluded that for gay men and lesbians to be well- 
adjusted and healthy, it is necessary for them to reject the idea that their sexual orientation is 
an illness. They need supportive and close relationships with other lesbians and gay men, 
and they need to affirm and celebrate their sexual orientation rather than deny it: 
What is unhealthy—and sometimes a source of stress and sickness so great it can 
lead to suicide—is homophobia, that societal disease that places such negative 
messages, condemnation, and violence on gay men and lesbians that [they] have to 
struggle throughout [their] lives for self-esteem. (Pharr, 1989, p.4) 
The problem around being gay or lesbian stems from heterosexism and homophobia rather 
than from sexual orientation. 
Homosexuality as a Cjjitiif 
Throughout history, the majority opinion toward homosexuality has gone through 
many changes. Among the early Greeks and Romans, homosexuality was accepted and 
encouraged. Within the early Christian church, homosexuality was practiced. The 
Victorian Age brought stringent laws against homosexuality, which helped establish it as a 
crime against nature albeit only in England and the United States (Horenstein, 1971). 
Because of the current pervasive societal hostility toward gay men and lesbians, 
disclosure carries the risk of dismissal from employment, as well as social sanctions and 
sometimes violence (Ackerman, 1985). It is difficult for gay men and lesbians to seek 
protection through the law because "[statutes and regulations that discriminate on the basis 
of sexual orientation often reflect fear and hostility that are not susceptible to rational 
justification" (Sunstein, 1988, p.l 176). Discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation is 
similar to the pattern of discrimination against Blacks and women (Sunstein, 1988): 
Because "the facts" largely do not matter when it comes to the generation and 
maintenance of stereotypes, the effects of scientific and academic research and of 
enlightenment generally will be, at best, slight and gradual in the changing fortunes 
of gays. If this account of stereotypes holds, society has been profoundly immoral. 
For its treatment of gays is a grand scale rationalization and moral sleight-of-hand. 
The problem is not that society's usual standards of evidence and procedure in 
coming to judgments of social policy have been misapplied to gays, rather when it 
comes to gays, the standards themselves have been ruled out of court and 
disregarded in favor of mechanisms that encourage unexamined fear and hatred. 
(Mohr, 1992, p.354) 
Gay men and lesbians are forced to live by different policies than heterosexuals and do not 
have the same protection under the law that heterosexuals do. The standards by which gay 
men and lesbians are judged are governed by heterosexism and homophobic beliefs rather 
than by the laws and policies. 
Although the question of homosexual rights has stirred much controversy in the 
United States for many years, the dissent of Judge George Clifton Edwards Jr. in the case 
of Rowland v. Mad River Local School District (1984), seems to be a rational interpretation 
of those rights: 
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I find no language in the Constitution of the United States which excludes citizens 
who are bisexual or homosexual from its protection, and particularly of the 
protection of the first and fourteenth amendments thereto. The Constitution protects 
all citizens of the United States; no language therein excludes the homosexual 
minority. Like all citizens, homosexuals are protected in these great rights, 
certainly to the extent of being homosexual and stating their sexual [orientation] in a 
factual manner where there is no invasion of any other person's rights. While the 
Supreme Court of the United States has not, to this date, decided this specific issue, 
it has also decided no case to the contrary of the view expressed above. 
(1984, p. 452) 
Courts must support the dominant social group and therefore are perpetuators of 
oppression. 
In the past, not all judges have taken the perspective of Judge George Clifton 
Edwards Jr. [.Rowland v. Mad River Local School District (1984)] granting the same rights 
to all citizens: 
Unfortunately, for much of the history of this nation, equality has been an illusory 
promise. Racial discrimination, for instance, extended well beyond the passage of 
the Fourteenth Amendment, in spite of its intended use as a sword to fight 
discrimination. Other groups such as racial minorities, women, the disabled, and 
members of various ethnic groups, have historically faced similar discrimination 
that has, with time, been remedied. Although it would ignore reality to suggest 
such prejudice no longer exists, large scale public and private discrimination against 
African-Americans, women, aliens, and the disabled, to name a few, has 
diminished significantly through the affirmative actions of our judiciary and 
legislative bodies. The discrimination that has survived is largely private in nature 
because government-sanctioned discrimination has been virtually eliminated. One 
group, however, has not benefited from the judicial and legislative activism that has 
benefited most minorities. Homosexuals today experience both private and public 
discrimination based solely on their sexual orientation. Although little can be done 
to control private discrimination, much of the discrimination confronting gays and 
lesbians is legislative in nature. Such legislation prevails despite the constitutional 
guarantees of equality and equal citizenship applied to virtually all minority groups. 
(Roberts, 1994, pp.485-486) 
Case Law Review 
Introduction 
Although Judge George Clifton Edwards Jr. [Rowland v. Mad River Local School 
District (1984)] states the "rational" interpretation of the rights of gay men and lesbians 
under the law, it is in many instances not the reality. An example of the reality is the case 
of Bowers v. Hardwick (1986). In this case, Michael Hardwick was charged with 
violation of the Georgia statute which criminalizes sodomy when a police officer witnessed 
Hardwick involved in an act of oral sodomy with another man in Hardwick's bedroom. 
Although the district attorney decided not to prosecute, Hardwick filed suit to challenge the 
constitutionality of the statute based on the assumption that the Fourteenth Amendment 
right to "liberty" would apply to a homosexual's right to the privacy necessary to engage in 
sex with a consenting adult in his own home. Although the sodomy statute itself included 
any act of sodomy between either heterosexuals or homosexuals, the statute was not 
enforced against heterosexuals. 
Other notable Due Process cases were Griswold v. Connecticut {1965), Eisenstadt 
v. Baird (1972), and Roe v. Wade (1973). In Griswold v. Connecticut (1965) and 
Eisenstadt v. Baird (1972), the interpretation of "liberty" overturned a statute prohibiting 
the use of contraceptives for married couples and minors. In Roe v. Wade (1973),the 
interpretation of "liberty" gave a pregnant woman the right to obtain an abortion 
(Williamson, 1989). However, in Hardwick, the Supreme Court upheld the 
constitutionality of the sodomy statute. 
The Court, in Hardwick, defined one's fundamental rights as those inherent in 
ordered liberty and rooted in tradition. The Court found neither of these conditions to be 
true of homosexual sodomy. As is true with Roe v. Wade and abortion rights, and 
Griswold and Eisenstadt and the right to use contraceptives, homosexual sodomy is absent 
from the Constitution's text and yet abortion rights and the right to use contraceptives were 
protected as fundamental rights and sodomy was not. Another factor when comparing the 
decisions in Roe and Hardwick is that more states had anti-abortion statutes at the time of 
Roe than had sodomy statutes at the time of Hardwick. It might seem that this would 
assure the opposite decision from the Court when deciding Hardwick. 
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Public sentiment and the social acceptability of abortion and contraceptives versus 
sodomy probably carried a great deal of weight in the court decisions. Today the abortion 
issue might be decided differently. These are examples of social and political context 
influencing policy and attitudes. "The best result, however, would be for the Court to 
reconsider and ultimately overturn Bowers [v. Hardwick], as there is evidence that the 
decision was not based on principle but rather on the majority's prejudice toward 
homosexuals ..." (Williamson, 1989, p. 1327). 
Whereas the majority in Hardwick based their decision on whether or not 
homosexual sodomy is a fundamental right guaranteed by the Constitution, Judge 
Blackmun dissented with the argument that this case was not about homosexual sodomy. 
This case was about the right to privacy and the right to decide what forms of sexual 
activity shall be engaged in by consenting adults. He also objected to the conclusion that a 
statute is constitutional merely because many states still have this type of statute, which 
was part of the rationale behind the Court's decision in Hardwick. 
In his Law Review article, Brett J. Williamson (1989) states that in Justice White's 
majority opinion in Hardwick (1986), the Court only grants privacy protection to matters 
that concern the family, marriage, or procreation, thus drawing a line which excludes 
issues concerning gay men and lesbians. For this, dissenters labeled the Court 
unprincipled. Williamson also points out that in Hardwick (1986), the Court refused to be 
specific as to how it determines which rights should be fundamental. There is no specific 
method or formula that can be used consistently to determine fundamental rights. 
Williamson points out that the decision in Hardwick is based on "prejudicial grounds that 
have no place in constitutional interpretation" (1989, p. 1298). 
The Hardwick decision also raised questions about its application to employment 
issues: 
Under the federal Constitution, the question raised by Bowers is whether the 
constitutional authority of a state to criminalize private, consensual sodomy carries 
with it the constitutional authority to punish or deter such conduct by public 
employment disqualification without regard to its "job-relatedness” or impact in the 
workplace. (Valente, 1987, p.7) 
There is also the question of a citizen's right to personal freedom. Can a person be free if 
the Court has the authority to dictate his or her private sexual behavior? 
Rather than discussing Hardwick only on the basis of personal freedoms, the 
discussion could also include the issue of sexual orientation as a social identity (Jackson & 
Hardiman, 1988). Just as race and gender are social identities protected by the courts, 
sexual orientation as a social identity should also be protected by the courts. This should 
include the sexual behavior associated with each orientation. Considering personal 
freedoms as they relate to social identities would distinguish the need for sexual freedom 
from questions of other freedoms such as the freedom to commit adultery, bigamy or the 
freedom to use drugs, as examples. 
In Hardwick, the Court's decision rested solely on the Due Process Clause. The 
Equal Protection Clause was not considered. "The limited nature of the Court's holding is 
significant because it leaves open equal protection analysis as a means of securing suspect- 
class status for homosexuals who challenge discriminatory laws" (Roberts, 1993, p.492). 
In future cases this avenue may be explored. 
Bowers v. Hardwick was highlighted in a short scene from a recent movie, The 
Pelican Brief (1993). The scene involved a classroom situation where law students were 
discussing the Hardwick (1986) case with their professor. They expressed the point that if 
the State of Georgia can dictate a person's private life, the person cannot be free as 
guaranteed in the Constitution of the United States. One of the students, Darbie Shaw, was 
asked by the professor to explain why then the Supreme Court upheld the Georgia statute. 
Her answer was, "Because they're wrong" (Pakula, 1993). To suggest that the Supreme 
Court could be wrong sounds almost treasonous and yet from the discussion of oppression 
in this review, it is clear that institutions play an important part in sustaining oppression. 
To have a Supreme Court decision support heterosexism is consistent with all four theorists 
cited previously. 
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If the Supreme Court were to overturn Hardwick, it would reflect a change in 
societal beliefs. Reversing the judgment would also set new precedent for future cases. It 
might possibly be a positive step in the direction of equality and protection under the law 
for gay men and lesbians. 
Case Law Concerning Gav and Lesbian Educators 
Historically, the duties of educators include being role models for students and 
shielding students from inappropriate behavior or subject matter (102 Harvard Law Review 
1595). Violations of a community's standards for morality were grounds for dismissal. In 
recent years, moral standards have changed and community consensus as to what those 
standards should be has broken down. A teacher's right to a private life has entered the 
discussion of what constitutes grounds for dismissal. Included in the discussion is the fact 
that educators are also American citizens and are entitled to their Constitutional rights 
(Fischer, Schimmel & Kelly, 1991). 
There is a history of serious consequences for gay and lesbian educators whose 
sexual orientation became public knowledge. Heterosexism and homophobia are 
demonstrated in law cases which concern gay and lesbian educators up to the mid-1980s. 
Even today, there is validity in the fear for job security among members of the gay 
community who also happen to be educators. Although the legal rationale for firing a 
teacher seems to have shifted from sexual orientation to other stated reasons, the underlying 
reason of heterosexism still exists. A study of school administrators conducted by James 
Sears, a professor at the University of South Carolina, concluded that the majority 
participating in the study would fire a teacher if they knew he or she were gay or lesbian 
(Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993). 
The following section will highlight several law cases where gay and lesbian 
educators were dismissed or lost their licenses or certifications based on their sexual 
orientation. This is an overview from the late 1960s to the present, highlighting several 
interesting cases and drawing conclusions about cases today. 
Cited legal cases are divided into two categories of sexual conduct. The first 
category is a homosexual act that is of a criminal nature which is an act that was committed 
in public. The act itself would be evidence of unfitness to teach. The second category is 
dismissal and/or revocation of credentials in light of a homosexual act that is not of a 
criminal nature or an act that is not committed in public. In this category, the fact that a 
teacher is gay or lesbian is the only evidence of unfitness to teach. The court rulings in 
both types of cases are congruent with Jackson and Hardiman's theory (1988) stating that 
institutions of society perpetuate oppression. Although the Morrison case may seem to be 
an exception, Marc Morrison never admitted to being a homosexual and considered his 
behavior a problem. In this case, Morrison was not considered homosexual, but was 
considered to have committed noncriminal homosexual acts over a one week period of time 
out of his thirty-nine year lifetime. 
Acts of a Criminal Nature 
Homosexual acts of a criminal nature are defined as those that are public. This is 
discriminatory against gay men and lesbians. "By defining immorality as public 
homosexual conduct, courts have differentiated between same-sex and opposite-sex 
displays" (102 Harvard Law Review 1600). 
Sarac v. State Board of Education (1967). In Sarac v. State Board of Education 
(1967), the court upheld the revocation of a school teacher's general teaching credential due 
to a conviction of disorderly conduct for his homosexual acts on a public beach. Sarac 
fondled a person of the same sex, "with the intent to arouse and excite unnatural sexual 
desires ..." {Sarac, 1967, p.71). The rationale was based on the following premise: 
[hjomosexual behavior has long been contrary and abhorrent to the social mores 
and moral standards of the people of California as it has been since antiquity to 
those of many other peoples .... It may also constitute unprofessional conduct.. 
. as such conduct is not limited to classroom misconduct or misconduct with 
children. It certainly constitutes evident unfitness for service in the public school 
system .... (Sarac, 1967, p.72) 
In this case of public homosexual conduct, the court seems to be basing its standards for 
what is moral on what has always been moral in the past and on the majority opinion of 
what is moral. The court seems to have no responsibility to prove that the conduct 
establishes unfitness to teach. It is assumed that one follows the other. 
Moser v. State Board of Education (1972). In the case of Moser v. State Board of 
Education (1972), the court again denied relief from the revocation of teaching credentials 
due to a criminal conviction for homosexual behavior in a public restroom. Both of these 
cases involved conviction for a homosexual act in a public place. Because the homosexual 
act was in a public place, it was a criminal act. The act itself established the unfitness to 
teach. The prohibiting of public homosexual behavior puts an unconstitutional burden on 
gay and lesbian educators: 
The public/private standard employed in the teacher cases constitutes content-based 
censorship. Restrictions on homosexual conduct alone, without specifying that the 
contact is obscene or inappropriate in the schools, discriminates against gay and 
lesbian teachers on the basis of their sexual orientation. 
(102 Harvard Law Review 1600) 
This distinction in behavior between public and private also is in violation of the equal 
protection clause by unevenly enforcing conceptions of morality and immorality between 
non-gay and gay educators. By defining immorality as public homosexual behavior, the 
court does not define what behavior is permissible and what is not. Kissing, touching or 
cohabiting could be condoned by the courts for heterosexual educators and not for gay and 
lesbian educators, therefore setting up a double standard. A uniform standard of morality 
for both gay and non-gay educators would eliminate discrimination against the former (102 
Harvard Law Review 1600). 
Acts of a Noncriminal Nature 
The second category of conduct which could be cause for dismissal is homosexual 
behavior that has not been charged as a criminal act, or not a public act. 
Morrison v. State Board of Education (1969). In the case of Morrison v. State 
Board of Education (1969), the court bases its judgment on the fact that the conduct in 
question occurred in a private place and thus was not of a criminal nature. The importance 
of this case rests with the court's finding that the credentials of teachers can be revoked for 
immoral or unprofessional conduct under California Education Code section 13202 only if 
there is evidence that the conduct manifests an unfitness to teach. 
In Morrison v. State Board of Education (1969), Marc Morrison, during a period of 
one week in 1963, engaged in a non-criminal physical relationship in his own apartment 
with a fellow male teacher. A year later the fellow teacher reported the homosexual 
behavior to the superintendent of the school district. Prior to the report there had been no 
accusations of homosexual behavior on the part of either teacher, nor had there been any 
evidence of homosexual behavior since the one week in question. 
For a number of years Morrison held a General Secondary Life Diploma and a Life 
Diploma to Teach Exceptional Children in the state of California. He had worked as a 
successful teacher in the Lowell Joint School District. There was no evidence to indicate 
any complaint about his teaching ability or his conduct outside the classroom prior to the 
report made to the superintendent. 
On May 4, 1964, as a result of the report, Morrison resigned from his teaching 
position. Nineteen months later, the State Board of Education held a hearing, and three 
years after the incident, revoked his Life Diplomas on the grounds of immoral and 
unprofessional conduct and acts involving moral turpitude. There was a delay of about a 
year before Morrison sought judicial relief. This delay was due to the board's failure to 
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give Morrison a copy of the transcript of his December, 1965 hearing until February of 
1967. 
In light of this evidence and citing prior cases [Hallinan v. Committee of Bar 
Examiners (1966), Norton v. Macy (1969), Yakov v. Board of Examiners (1968), Board 
of Education v. Swan (1953), Board of Trustees v. Owens (1962), Orloffv. Los Angeles 
Turf Club (1951), Jarvella v. Willoughby-Eastlake City School District (1967)] which 
compared the terms moral turpitude or immoral conduct with job performance, the court 
found in favor of Morrison. The court decided that the conduct of Morrison cannot be 
abstractly characterized as immoral, unprofessional or involving moral turpitude unless his 
conduct indicates unfitness to teach: 
Without such a reasonable interpretation the terms would be susceptible to so broad 
an application as possibly to subject to discipline virtually every teacher in the state. 
In the opinion of many people laziness, gluttony, vanity, selfishness, avarice, and 
cowardice constitute immoral conduct. {Morrison, 1969, p.382) 
The court acknowledged the change in the definition of immorality as time and attitudes 
change. They found that the term immoral might be considered constitutionally vague: 
"The power of the state to regulate professions and conditions of government employment 
must not arbitrarily impair the right of the individual to live his private life, apart from his 
job, as he deems fit" (Morrison, 1969, p.393). The court listed eight factors that could be 
used by lower courts to determine a person's fitness to teach. Harm to students and 
employees and impairment of the ability to teach, are included among these eight factors. 
This decision disapproved of the attempted reasoning in Sarac (1967) whereby a 
homosexual act automatically means revocation of teaching credentials. It brought to light 
the need to establish a causal relationship between charges of immoral conduct and fitness 
to teach. It also set some standards by which to judge future questions of fitness to teach, 
although these standards were not always used in this way. Also the Morrison decision 
was based on a homosexual act, not on a gay or lesbian sexual orientation. Morrison 
testified that he had a problem with homosexuality, not that he was a gay man. Being a 
gay man might have changed the opinion of the court. 
Acanfora v. Board of Education of Montgomery County (1973). In the case of 
Acanfora v. Board of Education of Montgomery County (1973), Joseph Acanfora was 
transferred to a nonteaching position in the Montgomery County, Maryland, school district 
after it was discovered that he was a homosexual. Shortly after he had been employed by 
Montgomery County as a teacher, Acanfora appeared before the press with the 
Pennsylvania Secretary of Education, as the Secretary announced that Acanfora, a 
homosexual, would receive a teaching certification in that state. Shortly after the press 
conference, Acanfora was transferred. Acanfora claimed that his transfer by the school 
district denied him his civil rights. 
Following his transfer, Acanfora also made a television appearance with his parents 
to discuss the problems of homosexual children and their parents. The United States Court 
of Appeals ruled the following: 
... a teacher's comments on public issues concerning schools that are neither 
knowingly false nor made in reckless disregard of the truth afford no ground for 
dismissal when they do not impair the teacher's performance of his duties or 
interfere with the operation of the schools. (Acanfora, 1973, p.500) 
The court held that Acanfora was protected by the First Amendment of the Constitution for 
his television and press interviews and was wrongfully transferred from his teaching 
position when the school system discovered he was a homosexual. 
There was, however, another issue that was also addressed by the court. It seemed 
that Acanfora was a member of a homosexual organization while in college and neglected to 
include this information in the section for extracurricular activities on his application for a 
teaching position. He testified that at the time he believed this information would hurt his 
chances of being hired and school officials admitted they would not have hired Acanfora if 
they knew he was a member of a homosexual organization. The Supreme Court, in 
Shelton v. Tucker (1960), held that teachers are not required to reveal organizational 
affiliations as a condition of employment unless such affiliations are relevant to 
effectiveness as a teacher. In Morrison it was established that ineffectiveness as a teacher 
had to be proven, not assumed based on behavior outside the classroom. 
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Although the intentional withholding of information was unknown until Acanfora's 
testimony, the superintendent of schools claimed that it was the withholding of information 
that was the reason he did not reassign Acanfora to a teaching position after the transfer. 
The admission by the school system of not hiring Acanfora with the knowledge that he was 
a homosexual was not an issue in the case. 
The court found that Acanfora's intentional withholding of information constituted 
misrepresentation, and would also negate any opportunity he might have had to challenge 
the hiring practices of the school system: "He cannot now invoke the process of the court 
to obtain a ruling on an issue that he practiced deception to avoid" (1973, p.504). The 
court did not address the right of a teacher to be affiliated with gay organizations. 
Although schools may only require applicants for teaching positions to reveal those 
group affiliations that may influence their effectiveness as a teacher, it is obvious from 
Acanfora that affiliations with gay and lesbian groups was interpreted by the court as 
influencing a teacher's effectiveness even when the group is extracurricular. The 
requirement to disclose such an association forces gay and lesbian applicants either to 
reveal their sexual orientation and risk the possibility for employment or to face charges of 
fraud and possible dismissal from a teaching position if it is discovered later. 
Burton v. Cascade School District Union High School No. 5 (1975). Peggy 
Burton was a nontenured teacher who was dismissed because she was a homosexual. The 
reason for dismissal was first given by the school board as "her admitting to be[ing] a 
homosexual" (p.851). It was later changed to "her immorality of being a practicing 
homosexual" (p.851). She brought civil rights action, Burton v. Cascade School District 
Union High School No. 5 (1975), charging that her dismissal violated her constitutional 
rights. The court upheld her charges and awarded her one and one half years teaching 
salary. An appeal brought the same results due to the fact that she was a nontenured 
teacher: 
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The trial judge faced a difficult task of balancing the appellant's interest in 
completing her wrongfully terminated one-year contract against the disruption 
which he may have felt her reinstatement for a few months would inevitably cause 
to the school district, the school's staff, the student body, and the community in 
light of the long-standing nature of the controversy. {Burton, 1975, p.853) 
The disruption that reinstatement might cause was deemed more important than a woman's 
civil rights in this case. 
Judge Lumbard dissented. He states that reinstatement is the usual remedy for all 
cases of constitutional violations, whether tenure is involved or not. A case need not be 
one of racial discrimination or First Amendment violations to warrant reinstatement: 
It is clearly inappropriate to consider community resentment in deciding whether to 
reinstate a person to a position from which she was unconstitutionally removed. If 
community resentment was a legitimate factor to consider, few Southern school 
districts would have been integrated. One of the major purposes of the Constitution 
is to protect individuals from the tyranny of the majority. What the board wanted 
was to be rid of Ms. Burton and the district court judgment allows it to accomplish 
that. {Burton, 1975, pp.855-856) 
Judge Lumbard is approaching Ms. Burton's dismissal from the perspective that to 
discriminate because of sexual orientation is just as much a civil rights infringement as to 
discriminate because of race. In this case, righting the wrongful dismissal would certainly 
have been to put Ms. Burton back into the position from which she was wrongfully 
dismissed. 
Although Ms. Burton was not returned to her position as a teacher, the court did 
sustain her claim that her dismissal for being a practicing homosexual was improper. It 
was decided that the statute upon which the dismissal was based was unconstitutionally 
vague. This was a small step toward civil rights for gay men and lesbians. 
Gish v. Board of Education (1916). In the case of Gish v. Board of Education 
(1976), John Gish had been employed as a high school teacher under the jurisdiction of 
Paramus school board since 1965. In June of 1972 he became the president of the New 
Jersey Gay Activists Alliance and represented this organization in the public media and at 
the National Education Association convention. In July of 1972 the school board ordered 
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Gish to undergo a psychiatric examination due to his affiliation with the gay organization. 
The school board wanted to determine the possibility of psychological harm to students due 
to their association with him. Gish filed action to test the constitutionality of the board's 
order, claiming that it violated his rights of free speech and free association. The court 
found the following: 
Predicated on its determination, with the supportive corroboration of two 
psychiatrists, that public high school teacher's actions in support of "gay" rights 
displayed evidence of deviation from normal mental health which might affect his 
ability to teach, discipline and associate with students, board of education's 
directive that the teacher submit to a psychiatric examination was fair and reasonable 
and did not constitute a violation of First or Fourteenth Amendment rights. 
(p.1337) 
The court held that the school board is responsible for determining the fitness of teachers. 
Fitness to teach may not be judged solely on classroom performance, but can also be 
measured by danger to students for reasons not related to academic ability. 
The court also held that there are restrictions on the right to speak freely: "It is 
certain that the guarantee is dependent on the circumstances of each particular instance" 
(p. 1341). The court found that Gish had a right to do and say what he did, but in so 
doing, "Gish's actions display evidence of deviation from normal mental health which may 
affect his ability to teach, discipline and associate with students" (p. 1342). 
The court's findings seem to be based solely on Gish's association with the New 
Jersey Gay Activists Alliance. Prior to his affiliation there seemed to be no problem with 
Gish's fitness to teach. Although the Morrison (1969) case is cited in Gish, the findings in 
Morrison indicated that fitness to teach was subject to classroom performance. Gish had 
been a successful teacher for seven years with no problems with students (which was 
stated in court). There was no indication that any affiliation had changed his ability to be a 
fit teacher. The only change was that his homosexuality was now public knowledge rather 
than a secret. 
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Gaylord v. Tacoma School District No. 10 (1911). James Gaylord had been a 
teacher at Wilson High School in Tacoma, Washington, for twelve years with good 
evidence that he was a competent and intelligent teacher. After Gaylord granted an 
interview to a former Wilson High School student who wished to discuss homosexuality, 
the student approached the vice-principal of the high school with suspicion that Gaylord 
was a homosexual. The vice-principal went to Gaylord's home and confronted him with 
the accusations. Gaylord admitted that he was a homosexual and asked that the vice¬ 
principal drop the matter. The vice-principal, however, informed the school board. After a 
hearing, Gaylord was dismissed for immorality. 
Although there was no evidence of overt acts, Gaylord's admission was enough to 
prove homosexuality. The court found that homosexuality constitutes immorality and the 
school board was correct in protecting the students, faculty and parents of the school. Here 
the court cited Morrison (1969) and fitness to teach, and found that because his 
homosexuality was public knowledge, Gaylord's fitness to teach had been impaired. The 
fact that it was the school board who had made it public knowledge was irrelevant. One 
student and three teachers testified that they objected to Gaylord remaining on the faculty. 
The school administration also saw his presence as creating problems. His dismissal was 
upheld. The court also stated that the presence of homosexual teachers might be interpreted 
by students as a condoning of homosexuality by the school system. 
The teacher as a role model was applied in this case. The court found Gaylord's 
known homosexuality was evidence enough to prove immorality and to be grounds for 
dismissal. The court emphasized the dangers of having a gay or lesbian teacher on the 
faculty: 
1. It might be interpreted as condoning homosexuality. 
2. It might encourage imitation. 
3. Teachers must instruct students in morality. 
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This court felt that these were adequate reasons to condone the dismissal of a homosexual 
teacher. The court based its decision on the heterosexist view that heterosexuality is the 
only approved sexual orientation. This is representative of oppression at the institutional 
level (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). 
Rowland v. Mad River Local School District (1984). In the case of Rowland v. 
Mad River Local School District (1984), the final appeals court decision, again, points to 
the perceived need for silence and secrecy on the part of gay men and lesbians who work in 
schools. Majorie Rowland, a vocational guidance counselor, was suspended, involuntarily 
transferred to a position where she would have no contact with students, and eventually 
had her contract not renewed because she told a colleague in private that she had a female 
lover. The United States District Court for the Southern District of Ohio, in a trial by jury, 
found in favor of Ms. Rowland and awarded monetary damages. In an appeal by the 
school district, however, the Court of Appeals reversed the decision and upheld the 
suspension. 
The Court of Appeals found that Ms. Rowland's admission of her sexual 
orientation to a colleague was not a matter of public concern, and thus not protected by the 
First Amendment, as she claimed. It also found that there was no evidence to prove that 
the school district treated her any differently than it would treat any other employee who 
communicated his or her sexual orientation, thus eliminating her equal protection claim. 
Judge George Clifton Edwards, Jr. dissented. He believed that this counselor had 
been deprived of her job because of her sexual orientation: 
My colleague's opinion seems to me to treat this case, sub silentio, as if it involved 
only a single person and a sick one at that-in short, that plaintiff s admission of 
homosexual status was sufficient in itself to justify her termination. To the 
contrary, this record does not disclose that she is subject to mental illness; nor is 
she alone. (Rowland, 1984, p.454) 
In addressing the First Amendment claim, Judge Edwards pointed out that, 
although her first communication with a colleague was not a matter of public concern, 
"plaintiff became a center of public controversy in the Mad River School community 
involving the same issue of homosexual rights which has swirled nationwide for many 
years" {Rowland, 1984, pp.452-453). This made it a matter of public concern. In 
addressing the claim of equal protection, Judge Edwards found no distinction between this 
case and any federal case of racial discrimination found to violate the Fourteenth 
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. Cases of racial discrimination also evoked deep 
feelings of prejudice and fear in many people. 
The appeals court based its First Amendment judgment on Connick v. Myers 
(1983) in which the Supreme Court held that First Amendment freedom of speech in the 
workplace extends only to an employee speaking as a citizen on matters of "public concern" 
and does not cover personal comments. In Rowland, the speech was not disruptive or 
spoken in the classroom. This was a confidential conversation with a colleague. The 
content of the conversation was of public concern, however, because of the ongoing debate 
over sexual orientation and employment: "Clearly at the point of discharge, there was a 
controversy in process over an important public issue" {Rowland, 1984, p.453). 
Private speech is also deserving of First Amendment protection, especially when it 
is confidential (102 Harvard Law Review 1598). Gay men and lesbians are at a 
disadvantage to heterosexuals if private discussion of their sexual orientation can be 
sanctioned (102 Harvard Law Review 1598). The discussion between Ms. Rowland and 
her colleague was not disruptive to the school environment and should no more have been 
sanctioned than a heterosexual's conversation with a colleague about having an opposite 
sex girlfriend or boyfriend or wife or husband be sanctioned (102 Harvard Law Review 
1598). 
The Court of Appeals held that there was no evidence that heterosexual school 
employees "would be treated differently for communicating their personal sexual 
[orientation]" {Rowland, 1984, p.445), which implies they also would be sanctioned if 
their sexual orientation was to become public. This raises the question, would a 
heterosexual be sanctioned for talking about a girlfriend, boyfriend, husband or wife in a 
confidential conversation with a colleague or even a non-confidential conversation with a 
colleague? In reality, heterosexuals communicate their sexual orientation on a daily basis 
by showing pictures of their families, by using "Mrs." in front of their names, by wearing 
a wedding ring, etc. These are accepted practices that convey sexual orientation. This 
seems to be evidence enough that the appeals court allowed the school district to base its 
sanctions on sexual orientation and to discriminate against Ms. Rowland. 
Ms. Rowland petitioned the Supreme Court for a hearing, but was denied. Justices 
Brennan and Marshall issued their opinions concerning the case. Both justices agreed that 
Rowland was fired because of her sexual orientation. They felt her job performance had 
not been affected by her sexual orientation and that efforts to criticize her job performance 
were attempts to find alternative reasons for dismissal (Harbeck, 1987; Rowland, 1985). 
The Justices went on to address equal protection claims of gay men and lesbians. The 
Justices found that homosexuals are a class of persons who are discriminated against and 
who need court protection under the Due Process and Equal Protection doctrines 
(.Rowland, 1985). 
Ross v. Springfield School District No. 19 11984). In 1979, Frank Ross, a school 
librarian of nineteen years, was reassigned from his position as school librarian to a 
position with no contact with students when it became known by the public that he was 
involved in a case to close an adult bookstore. Ross was observed by a police officer 
during an undercover investigation of the bookstore. He and another man were locked in a 
movie booth in the store. They were engaged in homosexual behavior. A police officer 
stood on the shoulders of another officer to get a view over the seven foot high partition. 
There was no arrest because of the means by which the search was conducted. Ross, who 
was subpoenaed to testify in the hearing against the bookstore, had to ask for a leave of 
absence from his job. This drew attention to himself, and parents started to file complaints. 
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In addition to being reassigned, the superintendent asked the state to revoke Ross's 
teaching certificate. The reason used was unfitness to teach. When the state would not 
revoke the certificate on those grounds, the superintendent filed for his dismissal based on 
unfitness to teach and immorality. He claimed that parental pressure and the community 
protest demonstrated that these were fair and substantial reasons to dismiss a tenured 
teacher. The school board dismissed Ross and the Fair Dismissal Appeals Board (FDAB) 
upheld the dismissal. 
The Oregon Court of Appeals affirmed the dismissal in 1982. In 1983 the Oregon 
Supreme Court sent the case back to the Fair Dismissal Appeals Board which affirmed its 
original decision. The Court of Appeals, again reaffirmed its decision with Judge P. J. 
Gillette dissenting: 
This case is the stuff of which personal tragedies are made. The majority's opinion 
recites facts, but does not, in my view, fully appreciate what they mean. My own 
understanding of the facts and their legal significance satisfies me that I do not have 
to participate in the tragedy the majority now completes. I therefore dissent. 
(Ross, 1984, p.513) 
Judge Gillette accepted the interpretation of immorality as including public sexual 
intercourse. He did not feel Ross' actions were public. This was a distortion of the word. 
One would expect privacy in a public toilet stall. Ross expected privacy in the locked 
movie booth. The FDAB had to call the activity public to sustain its action against Ross. 
Judge Gillette continued his dissent with his view that Ross was being sanctioned 
for homosexual activity: 
It is impossible to avoid the conclusion that petitioner is being punished not for 
having engaged in sexual activity publicly but for having engaged in homosexual 
activity that eventually became public. The District acted after pressure from 
parents and that pressure was based, at best, on only a generalized knowledge of 
what petitioner had done. No parent observed him at the bookstore which was in a 
different city from where he taught. No one claims that he did anything improper at 
the school where he worked or during working hours or that he abused his position 
as a teacher in any fashion. Parents simply did not want someone with homosexual 
tendencies teaching and the District accommodated them. 
(Ross, 1984, pp.413-414) 
Ross displays an impasse in the courts based on differing opinions of immorality 
and on what should be grounds for a teacher's dismissal. This impasse differs from 1970s 
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cases such as Gaylord where there was no impasse and no difference of opinions. The 
1980s brought some dissent in the view that homosexuality alone was grounds for 
dismissal. Ross also demonstrates the use of misinformation and myths to justify creating 
a "personal traged[y]" (p.513). The court's, the parents', and the public's views on 
homosexuality were based on misinformation, stereotypes and myths. This is another 
example of oppression in the form of heterosexism. 
The National Gay Task Force v. The Board of Education of the City of Oklahoma 
City, State of Oklahoma (1985). On January 14, 1985, the Supreme Court heard 
arguments challenging a 1978 state statute enacted by the Oklahoma legislature. This 
statute gave the State the right to refuse employment as a teacher, teacher's aide, or student 
teacher to anyone who engaged in public homosexual conduct. It also authorized dismissal 
of an employee who engaged in public homosexual activity or conduct which could come 
to the attention of school employees or school children. The statute included public and 
private activity and any advocacy of homosexual activities. 
The United States District Court for the Western District of Oklahoma first found 
the entire statute to be constitutional. The Court of Appeals upheld the constitutionality of 
firing a teacher for public homosexual activity, but found unconstitutional the punishment 
for advocacy of homosexual activities. It was also held that this portion of the statute was 
severable from the portion that was constitutional. 
The Supreme Court came to a four to four decision and upheld the decision of the 
appeals court. Justice Powell was absent from the hearing. If the matter arises again, the 
Supreme Court may reconsider because there was no deciding vote. Oklahoma enacted 
alternative legislation which added the word "criminal" to sexual activity. Consensual sex 
between homosexuals is illegal in Oklahoma, a fact which now changes the law to affect 
personal freedoms of homosexuals (Harbeck, 1987). In Oklahoma the issue of dismissal 
of gay and lesbian teachers remains unresolved. 
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Jantz v. Muci (1992). Vernon Jantz, a substitute teacher for the Wichita, Kansas 
school district, brought a civil rights action against the high school principal when Jantz 
was not hired for a social studies teaching position based on the principal's perception that 
Jantz had homosexual tendencies. The principal testified that his reason for not hiring Jantz 
was because there was a more qualified candidate. The director of social studies, however, 
testified that the principal had told him Jantz was not hired because he had homosexual 
tendencies. The principal's secretary also testified of conversations with the principal about 
Mr. Jantz's homosexual tendencies. The District Court held that the government could not 
discriminate against homosexuals or perceived homosexuals and found in favor of Jantz, 
but the Court of Appeals reversed the decision in favor of the principal. The Court of 
Appeals based its judgment on the Supreme Court decisions in Rowland v. Mad River 
Local School District (1985) and Bowers v. Hardwick (1986), finding that the principal 
was not in violation of Jantz's civil rights in 1988 if he did not hire him based on alleged 
homosexual tendencies. The Court of Appeals also held that the principal was acting in his 
official capacity as a principal during the hiring procedure thus the school district could not 
be held liable for damages resulting from civil rights action against the principal. 
Although the reason for Jantz not being hired for a teaching position was not stated 
as homosexuality, it is apparent that homosexuality was part of this case. This case differs 
from cases of the 1970s and the 1980s in that homosexuality is not overtly in the forefront 
of the hiring decision. It would not have been mentioned if Jantz had not brought it out in a 
court of law. 
Research Studies Related To Gay And Lesbian Educators 
Until recently, there were few things written by or about gay and lesbian educators, 
perhaps due to the fear of loss of license (certification) or employment as documented in the 
law cases discussed above. Of the formal research that is available, few studies focus on 
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the experiences of gay and lesbian teachers (Fogarty, 1981; Griffin, 1991, 1992; Moses, 
1979; Olson, 1987; Sciullo, 1984; Smith, 1985; & Woods, 1990). Fogarty, Smith and 
Woods used a small number of participants in an interview situation. Sciullo's work 
(1984) consisted of both an autobiography and law review. Harbeck (1987) did a survey 
of law cases which pertained to gay and lesbian teachers who had been fired for their 
sexual orientation. Moses (1978) and Fogarty (1981) included teachers in studies of the 
experiences of lesbians who were professionally employed. Nickerson (1981) compared 
gay and lesbian teachers' responses to those of heterosexual teachers on a sex role 
inventory and a teacher characteristic scale. Fischer (1982) studied the attitudes of 
educators toward homosexuality. Only the studies of Smith (1985), Griffin (1991 
&1992), Olson (1987), and Woods (1990), dealt specifically with the experiences of gay 
and lesbian educators. 
Sciullo (1984) presented an autobiographical account of being fired from a 
community college teaching position because he was gay. He recounts his own pursuit to 
be rehired as well as a history of legal cases involving homosexual teachers. Sciullo points 
out that society's expectations of the moral character of teachers puts gay and lesbian 
teachers at a greater risk if their sexual orientation is revealed in their employment setting. 
Harbeck's (1987) work is a collection of social, legal, political and educational histories of 
gay and lesbian teachers in the United States. Beginning with colonial times, but 
concentrating on the 1950s to the present, she reviews history, outlining three major 
political campaigns aimed at prohibiting homosexual activity by school personnel. She also 
surveys case law involving gay and lesbian educators who were fired when their sexual 
orientation became known or when it was merely suspected that they were gay or lesbian. 
Harbeck finds that the definition of immoral has changed with the changing sexual mores, 
people’s quest for personal freedoms, and in the face of emerging political strength of gay 
men and lesbians. However, a conservative Supreme Court has avoided dealing with gay 
or lesbian issues. 
Moses (1978) and Fogarty (1981) each studied the experiences of professionally 
employed lesbians. Moses used a questionnaire which was distributed to three hundred 
lesbians who were employed in professional positions, with eighty-two questionnaires 
being returned. Fogarty interviewed only one lesbian teacher in an in-depth interview 
study of lesbians who were employed as professionals. Fogarty (1981) found that the 
lesbian teacher felt it was necessary for her to keep her sexual orientation a secret in order 
to not jeopardize her job. She believed that if her sexual orientation became known, her 
career would end, not just that particular job. She would not be able to get another teaching 
job. To keep her sexual orientation private, she distanced herself from her colleagues, thus 
leading a double life. She could not reveal to her co-workers any details about her life 
outside the school environment. 
Nickerson (1981) used the Bern Sex-Role Inventory, the Teacher's Characteristics 
Schedule, and structured interviews, to compare a group of thirty gay and lesbian teachers 
with thirty heterosexual teachers. The group of thirty gay and lesbian teachers and the 
group of thirty heterosexual teachers were matched for age, gender, and number of years of 
teaching experience, for purposes of comparison. There was no significant difference 
found between the two groups of thirty teachers in any area. 
In 1983, Fischer used a survey questionnaire technique to gather the attitudes of 
two hundred fifty-five undergraduate education majors, teachers, and administrators, 
toward homosexuality. Using the Attitudes Toward Homosexuality Scale developed by A. 
P. MacDonald, Fischer determined the group of participants as a whole held more negative 
than positive attitudes. Administrators and supervisors had the most negative attitudes. 
Male educators and older educators had attitudes more negative than did women or younger 
educators. 
Smith's 1985 study used only four participants, all homosexual teachers. Each 
teacher was profiled and their experiences were compared. It was concluded that the 
participants felt being a good teacher would protect their jobs in the event their sexual 
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orientation became known. They also shared a feeling of a "double life" between their 
professional identities as teachers and their sexual orientations. 
Olson (1987), using a mail questionnaire, surveyed ninety-seven gay and lesbian 
teachers who either had been, or were teaching in the public schools, and followed up with 
telephone interviews with twenty-one of the teachers. Twenty-five percent had left 
teaching, the majority because of their sexual orientation. All reported homophobic school 
environments which forced them to lead "double lives." Being an excellent teacher seemed 
to be an answer to how to survive, as was found in the study by Smith (1985). Being an 
"excellent" teacher meant making oneself indispensable by working harder than everyone 
else and over-achieving. 
The participants in Woods' 1990 study were twelve lesbian physical education 
teachers working at the elementary and secondary levels. By using phenomenological in- 
depth interviewing, Woods presents the data through the use of profiles and common 
themes. Participants in this study felt they would lose their jobs if their sexual orientation 
were to be known and lived double lives similar to those found in the studies by Olson 
(1987) and Smith (1985). Woods also found that participants used strategies to conceal 
and reveal their sexual orientation within the school environment. Due to a strong societal 
myth that female physical education teachers are all lesbians, the participants in Woods' 
study felt an added pressure to keep their private lives separate from their school lives. 
Common to the above studies is the belief and fear that knowledge of one's gay or 
lesbian sexual orientation would mean being fired. This was countered by the belief that 
being an excellent teacher would protect against losing one's job. Although they publicly 
acknowledged their sexual orientations to varying degrees, the majority of gay and lesbian 
teachers felt the need to hide. Personal life and life at school needed to be kept completely 
separate, a feat accomplished at the cost of isolation from colleagues and students. In 
addition, most gay and lesbian teachers in these studies reported enduring strongly 
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homophobic environments at school, to the extent that they did not speak out to change 
them. 
Griffin (1991), through participatory research, studied the experiences of gay and 
lesbian teachers and educators, incorporating an empowerment component. Griffin and a 
colleague interviewed thirteen participants and then met with the participants as a group 
over the course of fifteen months. Each participant received a copy of his or her transcript 
and tape and was asked to develop a profile from that interview material. These profiles 
were used in group discussions. The group developed a continuum to show how various 
members of the group managed their sexual identities at school. Two additional collective 
actions were carried out. The group marched in a local Gay Pride March and formed an 
organization for gay and lesbian educators which continued to meet monthly. 
Unlike previous studies of gay and lesbian educators, the participants in Griffin's 
(1991) study actually experienced some positive changes in self-perceptions and felt more 
connection with a group. Because of the diversity of school climates, the different grade 
levels taught by the participants, and their individual personalities, varying degrees of 
positive change were experienced. Participants disclosed their sexual identities more as the 
study progressed but in differing degrees. Participants felt less isolated. Some participants 
presented lessons to their classes on homophobia. All participants began to challenge 
homophobic statements and attitudes in the school environment. Some participants were 
called upon as someone gay and lesbian students could talk to. Participants felt that being 
gay or lesbian increased their sensitivity to their students and their tolerance of differences. 
Gay and lesbian teachers in Griffin's study (1991) felt they had an increased 
sensitivity and appreciation for differences, possibly due to their own membership in an 
oppressed minority group. They believed their special sensitivity benefits their students. 
When viewing the educational community through a lens that is not homophobic, gay and 
lesbian teachers can give students a broader perspective and help them learn this sensitivity 
and appreciation for differences, which will eventually benefit all of society. 
Summary 
The mechanics of oppression are in place in society. Both heterosexuals and 
homosexuals are taught to accept their places and roles and if they do not, they will be 
punished either by social degradation or through an institution of power such as the legal 
system (Baker Miller, 1992; Pharr, 1989). Most gay men and lesbians, as members of a 
subordinate group, are forced into submissive roles and positions, even to the extent of 
invisibility. This positioning reinforces stereotypes because, as members of a subordinate 
group, they remain unknown to most members of the dominant heterosexual group. 
Through ignorance, silence, learned self-hatred, dehumanization, and the rewards 
of power, the oppressive system is maintained from generation to generation with 
heterosexuals remaining the dominant group and the holder of privilege, and homosexuals 
remaining the subordinate group. Institutions and cultural beliefs reinforce the system. 
Change would require society to let go of the myths and stereotypes that are based on 
misinformation and ignorance. It would require a new view or consciousness-raising on 
the part of the whole of society—individually, institutionally, and culturally (Jackson and 
Hardiman, 1988). The mandate to provide a safe environment for gay and lesbian students 
in the schools in Massachusetts, given by the governor and his committee (Governor's 
Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993), is a step toward a new consciousness. 
The institution of the legal system has held on to the myths about homosexuality. 
"The history of the United States testifies eloquently to the fact that, when a despised 
minority must fend for itself in the tumult of electoral and legislative politics, the majority 
may deny it a fair chance" (Halley, 1989, p.916). It is difficult to find justification for the 
verdicts in the law cases discussed in this review unless the law is abandoned and public 
sentiment is the deciding factor. The case of Morrison is the only case of teacher dismissal 
or credential revocation where the teacher received back what he or she had been denied 
(Sunstein, 1988). It might be significant to remember, however, that Morrison did not 
admit to being a homosexual. Morrison admitted to a one week period where he engaged 
in homosexual behavior and the behavior did not include sodomy. He also talked of 
getting counseling to help with the tendencies. It is questionable whether or not Morrison 
was viewed as a homosexual by the court. 
The court did find in favor of the homosexual in two of the cases discussed. In the 
case of Peggy Burton, however, the eventual compensation did not equal the loss (Burton, 
1975). She did not receive her job back. In Acanfora, another aspect of the case 
superseded (Acanfora, 1973). Although Acanfora had a right to freedom of speech, he did 
not have the right to withhold information on his application for teaching even if it was 
unrelated to teaching. If the decisions in these cases were fair and equal without 
discriminatory practices, gay and lesbian educators would not be dismissed from their 
positions under any circumstances in which non-gay educators would be retained. 
There is still a great division in people's opinions about the rights of gay and 
lesbian educators: 
Those in favor of legislation prohibiting homosexual conduct or activity by school 
teachers [base] their case on majority rule, moral codes, the public good, and state's 
right to regulate behavior and to provide public education. Those opposed to 
legislation like that adopted in Oklahoma [ Education of the City of Oklahoma City, 
State of Oklahoma, (1985)], [base] their arguments on First Amendment freedoms, 
individual civil liberationist perspectives, minority rights, privacy rights, and 
Constitutional freedoms. (Harbeck, 1987,p.8) 
Perhaps if more people deeply understood oppression and how it is perpetuated, there 
would be less of a division in people's opinions about the rights of gay and lesbian 
educators. Such opinions are based on myths, stereotypes, and misinformation, all of 
which keep all forms of oppression alive, including heterosexism. Heterosexism can both 
destroy the careers and lives of dedicated gay and lesbian educators and deprive students of 
the experience of studying and learning in these educators’ classrooms. 
In our schools it is important for students to see a non-biased government and legal 
system. When constitutional rights are not upheld, for whatever reason, students are 
learning to "discount important principles of our government as mere platitudes" (West 
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Virginia State Bd. ofEduc. v. Barnette, 1943, p.637). Beyond the importance of our 
courts setting good examples of what our country is said to be based on, students need to 
have role models and examples of different minority groups, including adults who are 
homosexual: 
Sanctions on public school teachers for expression of sexual orientation or for 
discussion of gay rights often rely on mistaken conceptions of homosexuality and 
the potential effects gay and lesbian teachers may have on their students. Courts 
addressing this issue must consider the needs of students, both gay and non-gay, 
for diverse role models and for examples of diversity and tolerance in the public 
school systems. (102 Harvard Law Review 1603) 
Jantz v. Muci (1992) demonstrates that although after the 1970s there are fewer 
cases of teachers being dismissed specifically for their sexual orientation, it can still be the 
underlying reason. The results of University of South Carolina professor James Sears' 
study of administrators confirmed that the majority of administrators would fire teachers if 
they knew they were gay or lesbian (Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 
1993). The Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth (1993) indicates that 
although Massachusetts has a Gay Civil Rights Law, Chapter 516 of the Acts of 1989, few 
school systems have made an explicit commitment to publicize or enforce this law through 
faculty handbooks or contracts. "The fear of discrimination on the part of adults in school 
remains pervasive, extending even beyond those who really are gay and lesbian" 
(Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993, p.23). Despite some positive 
steps through legal channels toward the abolition of heterosexism with regard to gay and 
lesbian educators, it still flourishes. Consequences are still present. 
The studies of gay and lesbian teachers discussed in this review underscore the 
feelings of isolation and fear that they must leam to live with if they want to work in an 
educational setting (Fogarty, 1981; Griffin, 1991; Moses, 1979; Olson, 1987; Smith, 
1985; Woods, 1990). Although Griffin (1991) introduces an approach to empowering gay 
and lesbian teachers to help them cope with and confront their fears and the isolation, other 
researchers (Fischer, 1983; Harbeck, 1987; & Sciullo, 1984) present reminders that the 
fears are founded in reality. Neither the educational environment nor the legal system are 
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yet free of homophobic attitudes even though at least one researcher has demonstrated that 
gay and lesbian educators and heterosexual educators are remarkably similar (Nickerson, 
1981). 
CHAPTER III 
DESIGN OF THE STUDY AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to discover what it is like to be a gay or lesbian 
educator working in a participating school which is defined as a Massachusetts school 
participating in the Governor's Safe Schools Program for the safety of gay and lesbian 
youth. This chapter describes the design and methodology of this research project 
including the overall approach, participant selection, data collection, data management, data 
analysis, and trustworthiness. 
Overall Approach to the Study 
I have used a qualitative research method for my study of the experiences of gay 
and lesbian educators working in participating schools as opposed to a quantitative research 
method or methods because the purpose of this study was to explore the experiences and 
perceptions of people in their own words (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990; Seidman, 
1991; Tripp, 1983). "[Qualitative methods may be perceived as more humanistic and 
personal simply by avoiding numbers" (Patton, 1990, p.124). "Quality descriptions 
provide the detail to explain what the lives of... different people are like ..." (Patton, 
1990, p.109). According to Marshall and Rossman, qualitative research ". .. values 
participants' perspectives on their worlds and seeks to discover those perspectives ..." 
(1989, p.ll). 
In my study I used the qualitative research method of in-depth interviewing as a 
data collection tool to explore the experiences of gay and lesbian educators working in 
participating schools. Marshall and Rossman (1989) describe an interview as an interaction 
between the interviewer and the interviewee to gain valid and reliable data. Kahn and 
Canned call in-depth interviewing "a conversation with a purpose" (1957, p. 149): 
Typically, qualitative in-depth interviews are much more like conversations than 
formal, structured interviews. The researcher explores a few general topics to help 
uncover the participant's meaning and perspective, but otherwise respects how the 
participant frames and structures the responses. This, in fact, is an assumption 
fundamental to qualitative research-the participant's perspective on the social 
phenomenon of interest should unfold as the participant views it, not as the 
researcher views it. (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p.82) 
In qualitative research, the participants are the experts on their own worlds. In my study I 
was interested in the participants' thoughts and feelings about their own worlds: 
In qualitative research, the focus of attention is on the perceptions and experiences 
of the participants. What individuals say they believe, the feelings they express, 
and explanations they give, are treated as significant realities. In that sense, this is a 
profoundly relativistic view of the world. The researcher is not seeking the kind of 
verifiable and absolute "truth" that functions in a cause and effect model of reality. 
The working assumption is that people make sense out of their experiences and in 
doing so create their own reality. (Locke, Spirduso, & Silverman, 1993, p.99) 
The way for me to understand what it is like to be a gay or lesbian educator working in a 
participating school was to allow each participant to tell his or her story in his or her own 
words. 
A qualitative approach is a personal approach that shows respect for the participants 
by making their views and perceptions the data source: "The personal nature of qualitative 
inquiry derives from its openness ... which communicate[s] respect to respondents by 
making their ideas and opinions (stated in their own terms) the important data source for the 
evaluation" (Patton, 1990, p.124). Marshall and Rossman state that "the most important 
aspect of the interviewer's approach concerns conveying the idea that the participant's 
information is acceptable and valuable" (1989, p.82). 
According to Patton (1990), direct observation, written documents, and in-depth, 
open-ended interviews are the three kinds of data collection used in qualitative research. 
He describes the data from observations as "detailed descriptions of people’s activities, 
behaviors, actions, and the full range of interpersonal interactions" (1990, p.10). In my 
pilot study I found that observations did not give me usable data pertaining to my research 
question because I did not need "detailed descriptions" of actions, activities, or behaviors. 
My purpose was to collect experiences in the participants’ own words. This was true of 
my dissertation study as well. Document analysis, according to Patton, "yields excerpts, 
quotations, or entire passages from organizational, clinical, or program records" (1990, 
p.10). There are no documents that would yield the experiences of the participants in my 
dissertation study. These experiences must be in the words of the participants. Because 
observations and document analysis were inappropriate for this dissertation study, I chose 
to use only in-depth interviewing to document the experiences of gay and lesbian educators 
working in participating schools. I gathered the experiences and perceptions of people. 
Patton (1990) says the in-depth interview provides the researcher with the experiences, 
opinions, knowledge and feelings of people given in their own words. This is what I 
was seeking. 
Participants in the Study 
The determination of how many participants should be in a study is an important 
decision. Seidman (1991) states that two criteria for selection should be considered. First, 
a researcher must consider a sufficient number of participants to reflect the general 
population so that others outside the study can relate to the experiences of the participants. 
The participants in my study represent the general population of gay and lesbians 
educators. The participants are members of a minority group and share a common 
profession. There are certainly aspects of a gay or lesbian educator's life that can be related 
to by members of the general population, but the participants do not represent the general 
population. I am hopeful that readers of my dissertation will relate to the participants of 
this study on a human level where, as people, it is possible to relate to the experiences and 
struggles of others even though the specifics are not commonly shared. Secondly, a 
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researcher must consider the saturation of information or the point where information 
becomes repetitive (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Seidman, 1991). 
In choosing the number of participants in my study, I tried to balance Seidman's 
criteria with the resources available to me, as well as the time constraint. Because I am a 
student researcher with limited resources, I designed my study to be manageable. I also 
needed to consider the time necessary to do my own transcriptions because this was an 
important part of my data analysis. I also did not want to reach the saturation point where 
the information I was gathering became repetitive. 
I chose to interview ten gay and lesbian educators who worked in participating 
schools in Massachusetts. I used the term educator instead of teacher in this study because 
I chose to include people working in other capacities with students in schools rather than 
just classroom teachers. I believed this would give more diversified information and a 
broader dimension to the study. Although not all my participants were teachers as far as 
job title was concerned, they all taught in some capacity as part of their work. Their 
positions in the educational setting included a librarian, a counselor, a paraprofessional, 
two health educators and five teachers. One participant worked with special education 
students and one with "at risk" students. Of the five teachers, one was a bilingual 
education teacher. The participants worked at all grade levels from kindergarten through 
grade twelve and worked directly with students in some capacity. 
All participants worked at a participating school in Western Massachusetts although 
only eight were directly involved in the Safe Schools Program in their individual schools. 
One participant was not involved in the Safe Schools Program at her school. One 
participant was not involved at his school but was involved at the state level. Of the eight 
participants involved at their schools, all were in leadership positions. 
I found my participants through contact people for the Safe Schools Program and a 
contact person in the Social Justice Education Program at the University of Massachusetts, 
Amherst. Because of my perceived need for the anonymity of the participants, I left my 
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name, my background information, my phone number and information about my study 
with the contact people and asked that interested educators call me in response, which they 
did. 
Participants consisted of four gay men and six lesbians. Their ages ranged from 
twenty-nine to fifty-five years of age. Eight were White, one was Hispanic, and one was 
Black Hispanic. (There were no African-American participants available who fit the criteria 
of this study.) The job descriptions and subject matter taught by the participants varied. 
The age levels of the participants' students varied as well, although eight participants 
worked at either the high school or middle school level. Four worked in urban school 
settings, four worked in suburban school settings and two in rural school settings. 
Experience was relevant in that participants worked at the same school site before it 
became a participating school, long enough to make a before and after comparison. 
Participants were "explicitly out" as defined on the "Lesbian and Gay Educators' Identity 
Management Strategies" continuum developed by participants in a study by Griffin (1992, 
pp. 175-179). Participants who are “explicitly out” have shared their sexual orientation 
with several selected and trusted colleagues at school who include both lesbians and gay 
men as well as heterosexuals (Griffin, 1992). 
Data Collection Method 
I gathered my data through in-depth interviewing. There were two interviews, each 
one hour to one and one half hours in length. The interviews were not less than four days 
apart but not more than one week apart. This allowed the participants time to think about 
the prior interview but did not give so much time between interviews that a connection 
between them would be lost (Seidman, 1990). The interviews took place in a space and on 
a site that was not school related to ensure the confidentiality of the participants. One 
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participant came to my home for her interviews. Nine invited me to their homes. In all 
cases we used a quiet, private space. 
Locke, Spirduso and Silverman suggest being careful not to let preconceived 
questions shape the interview: 
The investigator may begin with some preliminary questions in mind, or may allow 
some foreshadowing of problems and relationships to direct the initial focus of 
attention. Otherwise, however, researchers try to avoid imposing presumptions 
and preconceived structures. The growth of understanding begins with trying to 
figure out how the participants understand the setting. (1993, p.100) 
It was the participants' ideas and perceptions that were the focus of the interviews. 
I understood that while completing my coursework at the University, conducting 
my pilot study, and preparing the literature review for this dissertation, I undoubtedly 
developed some strong ideas about oppression, heterosexism, and about being a gay or 
lesbian educator. I also have twenty-six years of experience working as a teacher and 
counselor in a number of different schools. I was aware that I had to be particularly careful 
of the issue of preconceived questions and of leading the participants so as not to shape the 
interview. I was on guard through every phase of my study. 
As stated previously, interviews centered around two departure questions. The first 
interview explored personal background: the coming to identity and experiences as a gay 
or lesbian educator prior to their school becoming a participating school. This first 
interview was a vehicle to build a connection and rapport with the participant as well as to 
gather background information to better understand the participant as a person and as a gay 
or lesbian educator working in a school before the Safe Schools Program. The second 
interview focused on the work of being a gay or lesbian educator in a participating school: 
the personal experience as educator in the community of the classroom of a participating 
school. It centered around the present employment situation and the present school 
environment: what working at a participating school is like for her or for him looking 
through the lens as a gay or lesbian person. 
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Prior to the first interview the consent form had been explained and appropriately 
signed. I started the first interview and ended the second with a detailed explanation of the 
procedure I would follow from the interview itself to sending the portrait to them for any 
additions, subtractions, or clarifications. I reminded each participant that I would use their 
own words for their portrait. I used a departure question to actually begin each interview 
and followed my interview guide (see Appendix C). I tried to gain a flow of conversation 
that was not my voice, but the participant’s voice, with me encouraging further exploration. 
The important thing was for the participant's thoughts and ideas to be heard. I took 
sketchy notes to use for other departure questions if the interview started to break down 
and long silences occurred. I informed each participant of the purpose of the notes. 
During the first interview and again in the second interview, I asked each participant 
if there was anything he or she would like the reader to know about himself or herself I let 
each participant know I would ask that question again in the second interview so they 
would have time to think and prepare for it. 
Silence in an interview does not have to be considered negative if it is not for an 
extended length of time or because of a lack of subject matter. Sometimes there is a silence 
while the participant is thinking or because a subject is sensitive to talk about. As an 
interviewer, I understood I must try to be comfortable with silence and try not to prompt 
the participant when silence occurred; however, during one interview a participant grew 
silent while talking about a sensitive subject and asked me to turn off the tape recorders. 
She said she needed a minute to regain her composure. Of course I complied. After a 
short time she was ready to resume. This happened only once. 
Data Management and Analysis 
I took the first step in the management of the data by keeping a journal or log of the 
entire interview process and the process of writing up the results of the study. I recorded 
my thoughts, comments, procedures, any questions, and rationales (Lincoln & Cuba, 
1985) in a notebook and by using a tape recorder. Due to the number of participants and 
the extended time frame, this helped me remember what occurred during the entire time 
period: before, during and after the interviews. 
I used two tape recorders during all interviews and took written notes. Using two 
tape recorders better insured me that at least one mechanical device would be in working 
order at all times to prevent data loss. The two tape procedure gave a backup tape in the 
case of loss or damage to one tape. A second copy of the original tape was made on a tape- 
to-tape player when one tape recorder failed during an interview, which happened twice. 
In the first interview one of the tape recorders malfunctioned and one tape was not audible. 
In the second interview the microphone did not pick up much of the interview. In both 
cases I ended up with only one tape and had to make an extra copy. The second set of 
tapes have been kept in a separate place from the first as an insurance policy. The tapes are 
being saved in their entirety. 
My written notes from the interviews helped to keep the interviews moving along 
smoothly by reminding me of information already stated, for use as a new starting point 
when a participant ended a topic. The written notes were also used as a reference while 
transcribing. The notes served as highlights and reminders of the content of the tapes. I 
was actually surprised at how few times I needed notes to keep the interviews flowing. 
Although I had originally proposed to transcribe only key information on the tapes 
to help maintain confidentiality, in reality I chose to transcribe them in their entirety. I 
decided that there was very little information in the interviews that was not pertinent and I 
found that participants were not concerned with confidentiality to the extent that I had 
anticipated. Although I needed to maintain confidentiality, it was not necessary to resort to 
extreme methods. This will be discussed in detail in Chapter VI, as part of the conclusion 
section. 
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I used a two step process to transcribe the interviews. First, after each interview I 
listened to the tapes in their entirety, usually beginning this process on the way home from 
the interview. Secondly, I transcribed the tapes onto my computer. I used a foot pedal and 
headphones hooked up to the tape recorder to start and stop the tape while I kept typing. 
The information was stored on two separate discs as well as on the hard disk of my 
computer. I used very little punctuation in the transcriptions, but tried to put in little notes 
for myself to indicate the tone of the discussion if it was not evident, or other reminders 
that I might need when writing the portraits. The transcription of each interview was 
completed within a day of the interview. Transcribing is very tedious work, although I 
believe that listening to each interview first made it somewhat easier because I understood 
the flow of the interview in its entirety before I began to transcribe it. 
To tell the participants apart, I gave each participant a number and numbered the 
tapes accordingly. The numbers were recorded in my journal. Each participant and each 
interview had a separate section in my journal. The interviews were lettered "A" and "B" 
and the dates of the interviews were also written on the tapes and in my journal. I asked 
each participant at the beginning of the first interview which pseudonym she or he wished 
to be represented by in my dissertation and I recorded this with their real name and their 
assigned number in my journal. I represented them by their choice. I also verified 
background information that had been given to me during the first phone conversation with 
each participant, including their age, race, subject taught, school, and the age of their 
students. The fact that each participant was “explicitly out” (Griffin, 1992) had also been 
established during the initial phone conversation and had been left with the contact people 
for the Safe Schools Program and contact people in the Social Justice Education Program at 
the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, as one of the prerequisites to be a participant in 
this study. 
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I compiled highlights of each interview from the transcripts to share with the 
participants. They were invited to read the highlights and had the opportunity to add to 
them or delete anything they did not wish to have used in my dissertation. This contributed 
to the trustworthiness of the study. 
The data was used in two ways in my dissertation. First I compiled a portrait of 
each participant and mailed it to them with a letter containing instructions (see Appendix D). 
The portrait contained data unique to the participant to present a picture of that person: 
A profile in the words of the participant is the research product that I think is most 
consistent with the process of interviewing. We interview in order to come to 
know the experience of the participants through their stories. We learn from 
hearing and studying what the participants say. Although the interviewer can never 
be absent from the process, by crafting a profile in the participant's own words the 
interviewer allows those words to reflect the person's consciousness. 
(Seidman, 1991, p.91) 
I extracted the dialogue for the portrait from the transcripts, taking out all my words. I 
used brackets to show where I added my own words. This was necessary in some 
instances to fill in where a name was eliminated or to make sense of the dialogue for the 
reader after my question had been taken out. In several cases I used the first letter of a 
person’s name and used a line to indicate the rest of the name. I used question marks, 
quotation marks, and exclamation points as needed. I underlined to add emphasis when a 
participant stressed a very important point. I also used {} to enclose information for the 
reader such as when a participant laughed {He laughs}. 
Secondly I categorized the data into common themes using inductive analysis 
(Patton, 1990). A common theme is an idea that appears in interviews across the spectrum 
of participants. An inductive approach is allowing "the important analysis dimension to 
emerge from patterns found ... without presupposing in advance what the important 
dimensions will be" (Patton, 1990, p.44). This could not be accomplished until all the 
interviews were complete. An example of a common theme that did occur was mentioned 
in the Review of Literature as the use of coping strategies to maintain two different lives. 
Another theme that I had anticipated and was discussed by the participants was fear. 
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To begin the task of finding common themes I made five copies of the transcripts. I 
was in the process of writing the portraits at the time but I felt that if I did both sections at 
once, it would help me remember the contents of the interviews. Four copies of the 
transcript were to be used in the data analysis process. One copy was stored in a locked, 
fireproof container with the extra copies of the audio tapes, one of the computer discs and a 
copy of the notes. These items will be destroyed three years after the completion of this 
dissertation. 
I had anticipated using colored pencils to denote the different common themes in the 
transcripts and to eventually lump them together under each theme heading. I abandoned 
this after the first hour. Because I had just completed transcribing the tapes and had written 
four of the portraits already, I had an idea what the common themes were. I used my 
computer for the entire process of writing Chapter V. I opened a new document and listed 
all the main common themes I could think of in alphabetical order and put them under two 
headings: “Personal” and “Safe Schools.” Each set of interview data was stored in a 
separate folder. I kept Chapter V open and proceeded to open each interview data folder 
and read the interview, copying the common themes and pasting them into Chapter V under 
the appropriate heading for each theme. I added several themes as I went through each 
interview. 
By the time I finished all the portraits, I had also completed a rough draft of Chapter 
V. I then proceeded to refine my theme headings, order them as they seemed to appear in 
the majority of the interviews and combine any that were similar. I reworded them if 
necessary and gave an explanation of each. For some I added sub-headings. I then 
organized the dialogue I had pasted from the raw data, eliminating some and keeping the 
strongest examples to fit the themes. Some themes applied more specifically to the male 
participants and some specifically to the female participants. This was specified. 
My next step was to cross-reference information from Chapter II with appropriate 
themes in Chapter V for the purpose of comparing and contrasting. I reviewed Chapter II 
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on the computer and extracted important information that matched the content of the themes 
I had discovered. Where there was a contrast, I summarized and discussed it. I continued 
that discussion at the end of the chapter in a conclusion section where I also discussed 
several other observations and conclusions I had made from the interview process and from 
the data. 
Role of the Researcher 
Part of the idea for this study came from a school law course I took several years 
ago through the School of Education at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. While 
other cases seemed to have a rational reason or reasons for decisions, the court's decision 
in one case we studied did not seem fair to me. Gaylord v. Tacoma School District No. 10 
(1977) was the case. In this case, Gaylord, a twelve year veteran teacher, was dismissed 
from his teaching position when his vice-principal announced his sexual orientation to the 
school committee and the community. The rationale was that because Gaylord was gay and 
people now knew it, he was no longer fit to teach. 
For me this began a personal questioning of society's treatment of different 
minority groups. Other social issues courses through the School of Education taught me 
about many forms of oppression. I chose to focus on heterosexism because it seemed to 
me to be the most insidious form of oppression and the least addressed. 
The rest of my study was prompted by learning of the Safe Schools Program here 
in Massachusetts. After reading the Governor's Report (Governor's Commission on Gay 
and Lesbian Youth, 1993) and learning of the school systems that have already put together 
their own programs, I decided it would be interesting to know what it is like to be a gay or 
lesbian teacher working in these schools. 
Due to my own inquiry into oppression and heterosexism and my own experiences 
in public schools, I have a personal view about oppression. I have worked in public 
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schools for twenty-six years as a teacher and a counselor, thus I am very familiar with the 
oppressive environment that still exists in our schools. As the Governor's Report 
(Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993) states, schools can be 
dangerous places for gay and lesbian students and educators. I feel that no person should 
have to live as an oppressed person. Just as our schools have participated in the effort to 
eliminate racism and sexism from school environments and from society as a whole, I feel 
schools should also participate in the effort to eliminate heterosexism from school 
environments and from society as a whole. Schools should be safe places to learn and 
teach, just as society should value diversity and create safe places for people to live. I feel 
we all must help. 
My dissertation is my part in fighting this form of oppression as well as an 
opportunity to learn what it is like for gay and lesbian educators to work in participating 
schools. I am very proud to live in a state where creating safe learning environments is 
becoming important for many school systems. Hopefully, Massachusetts will become a 
model for other states to follow. 
Ethical Considerations 
In this study I asked my participants to share not only their experiences, but their 
feelings about their lives and their work. A career as an educator demands the total 
attention from a person every day. It is intellectual, physical, emotional and spiritual work. 
Additionally, sharing these experiences with an interviewer could be emotional. Our 
society is very demanding of gay men and lesbians. I realized that one of these demands is 
for silence. I asked my participants to share identities and experiences with me which, if 
made public, might damage their careers or reputations in this society. I understood that I 
had a responsibility not only to show my participants positive regard and respect, but to 
also insure their safety. 
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I discussed my study with each prospective participant and explained my research 
question, the interview procedure, my intent for their words in my finished dissertation and 
the built in safeties I had devised. These safeties consisted of the following: 
1. A space and site for interviews that was separate from the workplace. 
2. Transcripts of the interviews that only contained information pertinent to the 
study with any personal information eliminated. 
3. Highlights of the interviews that could be examined by the participants and 
added to, changed, or parts deleted. 
4. A portrait that contained the participants' input and that could be examined by 
each participant. 
5. Tapes, notes, and transcripts that will be destroyed at a specified time after the 
dissertation is completed. 
6. A promise of confidentiality unless a participant wanted their first name to be 
used in the acknowledgment section of the completed dissertation. 
7. A summary of the study’s results to be furnished upon request. 
I asked each participant to sign a consent form, which they did. The form stated my 
purpose and the use of the information. I understood that the consent of the participants 
was a process that was negotiable. 
Ensuring the Trustworthiness of the Study 
According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), a dilemma of all researchers is to convince 
the readers of the trustworthiness of the research. Marshall and Rossman interpreted this 
dilemma to encompass the responses to the following questions (1989, p.144-145): 
1. How truthful are the particular findings of the study? By what criteria can we 
judge them? 
2. How applicable are these findings to another setting or group of people? 
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3. How can we be reasonably sure that the findings would be replicated if the 
study were conducted with the same participants in the same context? 
4. How can we be sure that the findings are reflective of the subjects and the 
inquiry itself rather than the product of the researcher's biases or prejudices? 
This is referred to by Lincoln and Guba as establishing the "truth value" (1985, p.290), 
applicability, consistency and neutrality of the research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) have 
addressed these issues by establishing four constructs which can be applied to qualitative 
research: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 
Credibility 
Credibility in research demonstrates "that the inquiry was conducted in such a 
manner as to ensure that the subject was accurately identified and described" (Marshall & 
Rossman, 1989, p. 145). The participants must be able to relate to the research as accurate. 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest prolonged engagement, persistent observation 
and member checks as three strategies for establishing credibility. Prolonged engagement 
"is the investment of sufficient time to achieve certain purposes: ... testing for 
misinformation introduced by distortions either of the self or of the respondents, and 
building trust" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 301). I interviewed participants for two 60 to 
90 minute time periods over the course of one week to guard against distortions and to 
establish a rapport of trust. During these two 60 to 90 minute time blocks there was time to 
continue, clarify, or correct a thought from the previous interview and to become 
comfortable with the interview situation. The design gave participants and myself an 
opportunity to develop a rapport and a feeling of trust that is necessary to commit to sharing 
information which is personal, has been kept a secret from others, and could create 
problems and danger if revealed outside the interview situation. 
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Persistent observation does not refer to the technique of observation used for data 
gathering. Persistent observation "is to identify those characteristics and elements in the 
situation that are most relevant to the problem or issue being pursued and focusing on them 
in detail" (Lincoln & Cuba, 1985, p.3Q4). Because in my study I used a set of focus 
questions to guide each interview, and because there were two interviews over a span of 
time, there was ample time to identify relevant elements and characteristics and to focus on 
them in detail in the interviews. One purpose for the data collected was to find common 
themes or ideas that reappeared in interviews with all participants thus identifying and 
focusing on the relevant issues in detail. 
The time spent with the data is also evidence of both prolonged engagement and 
persistent observation. Listening to the tapes before the transcriptions, listening and noting 
the compelling parts, transcribing the data, and noting the highlights was a significant 
investment of time. It was also a process to become familiar with the data and decide what 
was relevant. 
Lincoln and Guba contend that the member check "is the most crucial technique for 
establishing credibility" (1985, p.314). This technique engages the participants in 
establishing whether or not the reconstructions of the data are "adequate representations of 
their own . . . realities" (p.314). In my study my member check consisted of the sharing 
of both highlights from the interview transcripts and a copy of the portrait with each 
participant. Each participant was encouraged to review the highlights of their interviews as 
a test for misinformation and as an opportunity to add, change or omit any part of the 
interview. Participants also had an opportunity to add information or change their minds 
about information they had given during the actual interviews. Participants were 
encouraged to review their portrait for accuracy and change or add anything they wished. 
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Transferability 
"The establishment of transferability by the naturalist is very different from the 
establishment of external validity by the conventionalist" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.316). 
Lincoln and Guba's (1985) transferability refers to whether or not the findings from the 
research is generalizable to the population from which the sample was drawn and secondly, 
to other similar populations. The second type of transfer may be problematic according to 
Marshall and Rossman: 
The generalization of a qualitative study to other populations, settings, and 
treatment arrangements—that is, its external validity-is seen by traditional canons as 
a weakness in the approach. To counter challenges, the researcher can refer back to 
the original theoretical framework to show how data collection and analysis will be 
guided by concepts and models. By doing so, the researcher states the theoretical 
parameter of the research. Then those who make policy or design research within 
those same parameters can determine whether or not the cases described can be 
generalized for new research policy and transferred to other settings, while the 
reader or user of specific research can see how research ties into a body of theory. 
(1989, p.146) 
Lincoln and Guba state that the researcher can only "set out working hypothesis together 
with a description of the time and context in which they were found to hold" 
(1985, p.316). 
The sample population in my study was not representative of the general 
population, nor were its experiences representative of the experiences of the general 
population other than if placed in the context of oppression theory. If tied "into a body of 
theory" (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p.316), the experiences of these educators may be 
generalizable. My task was to set forth accurate and detailed descriptions of the 
professional and personal contexts of each participant to make "transferability judgments 
possible on the part of potential appliers" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.316). 
Dependability 
It should be kept in mind that replicating qualitative research is not the objective of 
the qualitative researcher. Marshall and Rossman (1989) point out that controlling the 
conditions of the research is to be avoided while recording complexities and 
interrelationships as they happen is the goal. Altering the design and strategies to keep up 
with the change in the social world cannot be replicated. It must be understood that the real 
world changes constantly. 
Assuming that the social world is always in flux, the construct of dependability 
accounts for changes in conditions throughout the study and assumes changes in design as 
it is refined to reflect the changes in conditions. Lincoln and Guba state the researcher 
"seeks means for taking into account both factors of instability and factors of phenomenal 
or design induced change" (1985, p.299). 
Although Lincoln and Guba suggest "overlap methods" and "stepwise replication" 
(1985, p.317) as strategies for achieving dependability, these techniques do not lend 
themselves to my study. In my study the participants’ experiences, as told by themselves, 
cannot be verified against document analysis or field observations. The use of more than 
one researcher was not possible in this study although I had the guidance of a mentor who 
had completed the process of a dissertation study and was already awarded her Doctor of 
Education degree. Lincoln and Guba's technique of the "inquiry audit" (1985, p.317) was 
accomplished in my study by the keeping of a journal and a tape recording with a 
documented account of the research process and design decisions. 
Confirmability 
The final construct of confirmability stresses whether the findings of the research 
can be validated by another, thus placing evaluation on the data rather than the researcher 
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(Marshall & Rossman, 1989). Lincoln and Guba suggest the "audit trail" (1985, p.319) as 
a technique for establishing confirmability. This audit documents data collection and 
analysis. In my study, the first three chapters of this dissertation are one part of my audit 
trail, containing the explanation of the problem and question, the literature review, the 
methodology, and my analysis plan. Lincoln and Guba (1985) also suggest the audit trail 
include five tangible genres of evidence of confirmability: raw data, which are my audio 
tapes; data reduction and analysis products, which are my working transcripts; data 
reconstruction and synthesis products, which are my completed portraits and common 
themes section; process notes and instrument development information, which are my 
written journal and taped journal; and materials relating to intentions and depositions, 
which are my consent forms. 
Marshall and Rossman warn that the research should respond to the concerns that 
"the natural subjectivity of the researcher will shape the research" (1989, p. 147) and they 
also suggest some built in controls for bias of interpretation. The first suggestion is to have 
a research partner or someone to question the analysis. I am a student researcher who 
worked with a committee of professors headed by a chairperson who questioned and 
checked my analysis. I consulted with my mentor who has completed her dissertation 
study. She also questioned and checked my analysis. Marshall and Rossman's (1989) 
second built in control is a constant check and recheck of the data and testing of rival 
hypotheses which I accomplished through my committee and my mentor. 
Marshall and Rossman (1989) suggest two sets of notes, one strictly objective set 
and another used to be creative toward the formal analysis. I followed this procedure 
although I made four copies available for the data analysis so I could go through more than 
one step to achieve the formal analysis. 
Other suggestions by Marshall and Rossman (1989) are tests of the analyses and 
the data; guidance from other researchers; and auditing the data collection and analysis. 
Tests of the data were provided by the member checks of the portraits and the highlights of 
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the interviews that were built into my research design. Tests of the analysis were 
accomplished through constant checks and rechecks as I broke down the data into common 
themes and through the guidance of my committee and my mentor. Guidance from other 
researchers was also represented by the guidance of my committee and my mentor. The 
auditing of the data collection and analysis was accomplished by my "audit trail" (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985, p.319) as previously detailed in this "Confirmability" section. 
Limitations of the Study 
Although I built as many safeguards into my design as possible to assure its 
trustworthiness, there were still limitations. Although it was the only appropriate way to 
gather the data for this study, it is a limitation that data was collected only through in-depth 
interviewing. Also, the number of participants was limited to ten due to the labor-intensive 
nature of in-depth interviewing, thus confining the data to the experiences and perspectives 
of only those ten participants. All participants were gay and lesbian educators who worked 
in the Safe Schools Program. Because the sample population was not representative of the 
general population and was so limited in number, the data is not generalizable to the general 
population. 
I found participants from the Western Massachusetts area who work in participating 
schools and who define themselves as "explicitly out." Because the participants all work in 
one specific geographical area, the participants' experiences and perceptions are limited. 
This study also only addressed the experiences and perceptions of gay and lesbian 
educators who are "explicitly out." It did not address the experiences and perceptions of 
gay and lesbian educators who define themselves in a different place on the "Lesbian and 
Gay Educators Identity Management Strategies" continuum (Griffin, 1992, p.177). 
Perceptions and experiences of heterosexual educators or their attitudes toward gay and 
lesbian educators were not discussed. 
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In Massachusetts gay men and lesbians are somewhat protected in employment 
matters by The New Massachusetts Gay Rights Law, Chapter 516 of the Acts of 1989. In 
my study, even though I gathered experiences of people who are gay and lesbian and 
working in the state of Massachusetts, the effects of the anti-discrimination law was not a 
focus of my study. If this law had an effect on the experiences of the participants in this 
study, this was discovered through the interview process. A comparative study of whether 
or not educators in Massachusetts have differing experiences from educators who are 
employed in states where there is no such law for protection was not included in my study. 
This study was limited by my abilities as a student researcher. Although I took 
great care to not lead the participants with any of my questions, I am aware that I set the 
direction at the beginning of the interview and my responses to the participants also served 
to lead. The less my voice was heard in the interviews, the more valid the data. I also 
made the final interpretation of the data and drew the final conclusions. These conclusions 
were dependent on my skill as a student researcher as well. Because the data was 
interpreted by one person, this added to the limitations of the conclusions. 
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CHAPTER IV 
PORTRAITS OF THE PARTICIPANTS 
Introduction 
This chapter is a collection of portraits of the ten participants in this study. The 
portrait is a short story about a participant in his or her own words. It is a picture of words 
detailing a participant in narrative form. These portraits were sculpted from the data in the 
interviews and were designed to present unique information about each participant. I 
included the portrait section in this study to express the individuality of each of the 
participants and to give them some identity. From the portraits the reader can connect her 
or his own experiences with those of the participants. 
Each participant in this study willingly shared their stories to create Chapters IV and 
V in this dissertation. The portraits tell of the lives of the participants, including their work 
with the Safe Schools Programs. The participants' stories varied from informational, 
including details of the beginnings of Safe Schools Programs, to personal accounts of 
comical situations, to the most touching of human struggles including surviving problems 
with alcohol and drug abuse, incest, child abuse, and dealing with being HIV positive. 
Some information given in Chapter IV will reappear in the common themes in Chapter V. 
Participants included four males and six females. One is Black Hispanic, one is 
Hispanic, eight are White. Ages ranged from twenty-nine to fifty-five. Job titles included 
one teachers' aid, one guidance counselor, two health educators, one school librarian, and 
five classroom teachers. Five participants were "explicitly out" (Griffin, 1992, p.177) and 
five participants were "publicly out" (Griffin, 1992, p.177). 
One participant worked in an elementary school, one at a middle school, two in K-8 
schools, two at all levels, and four at the high school level. All participants worked in 
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participating schools. One participant was not working directly with the Safe Schools 
Program in her school, one participant worked at the state level for the Safe Schools 
Program but was not involved in his school, and eight participants were directly involved 
with the programs in their schools from the beginning of the program to the present. 
Portraits are presented in the order the participants were interviewed. This somewhat 
recreates the interview process as it happened. 
Jose Luis 
(Jose Luis is a forty-two year old Hispanic male who is a bilingual education 
teacher at an urban high school. He is the coordinator of the Safe Schools Program at his 
school and was instrumental in its establishment.) 
I was bom and raised in Puerto Rico. I grew up in a very religious family— 
Pentecostal—and we are seven brothers and two sisters. It was pretty tough for me because 
they always called me the black sheep in the family because I did things that nobody in my 
family would dare to do. An example is being gay! There must be somebody in my family 
[who is gay] but, as far as I know, I don’t know anybody there—in such a big family with 
so many cousins and so many uncles—I don’t know of anyone else. 
I grew up first in the church all the time. I did my first degree in the Bible. My 
mother is a Bible teacher and three of my brothers are ministers—one in Chicago, one other 
in Tennessee. My sister was doing missionary work in Ecuador. That’s our background— 
a real religious background. It was hard for me because I realized I was gay from fifteen or 
fourteen. But I didn’t accept it specifically because of the (religious) background that I had 
and I didn’t have any role models. At that time I didn’t know any gay people and I was so 
into the church and worship that I didn’t want to accept it. I prayed to God. I did so may 
things in order to not be gay and I had a girl friend and I lived with one for two years. And 
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nothing was working. When I started to study the Bible I realized that I can’t be myself 
against everything I’ve been told. I realized I was not comfortable being gay. 
I started my teaching job in Puerto Rico in 1976 and I was real homophobic. I used 
to treat my students real bad, all the students that I knew were gay. If I had the chance to 
confront them I would do it just for the fact that they were gay and everybody knew they 
were gay and I wanted to be gay and I had to keep that inside of me. That was, I think, the 
worst part of my whole life because I used to do that and I felt bad but I continued doing it 
because I didn’t want anybody to even have the littlest clue that I was gay. 
When I started teaching, Puerto Rico was a real macho country. The Hispanic 
people have a macho tradition that a man is a man and the man is supposed to do what men 
do. If you don’t do that, then you are a sissy. They are very discriminatory, especially 
people from the church. They have a name for you if they know that you are not macho 
because you are against all God’s wishes and whatever. That happened to me. That’s why 
when I came here I started realizing and I started deciding that I had to be myself. 
I came out from the closet real late. I was twenty-six or twenty-eight. I went to 
New York to do my master’s at NYU. I received a grant from General Electric and they 
paid 75% of my tuition. Everything was different from Puerto Rico, at least in my mind. 
It was the first place where I was by myself doing everything that I wanted to do without 
having to check my back to see if any of my family were around. That made everything 
completely different. When I went there I had come to paradise. 
I lived on the campus and I was staying on the second floor. Usually the second 
floor at NYU—they know that it is a gay floor. And they have the gay fraternity. They 
have the gay everything. All of the activities come out from that second floor, at least the 
time that I was there. And I started meeting people and going out with people. Even when 
I decided to move out of my mother’s house before I came to New York I wouldn’t dare to 
do anything wrong because I didn’t want to betray her. That was a part of my life when I 
was really struggling about everything. I didn’t even want to study; I didn’t want to do 
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anything because of the conflict I had inside me. Going to New York was freedom. It was 
to the point that the first semester there I almost got dropped out of the University because 
my average went down. For me it was party this, going out with people—I didn’t have that 
before. At the point that I was in New York I was interested in a few people but I never 
dared to [pursue it]. My first gay experience was after. 
After I finished my master’s (I went back to Puerto Rico). I started teaching at the 
American University and I started being more free and less homophobic and started to have 
a real open mind about everything. That was a process. I think that the more I studied the 
more I opened. At that time I stopped going to the Church. I had more time with myself 
and my mind started accepting more and receiving more. Even though I wasn’t living the 
gay life, I was satisfied because I was satisfied with myself. I stopped a relationship with a 
woman but at that time I didn’t start a relationship with a man. I was getting ready to. But 
I was scared to. 
Two years after, I had an offer to teach from New York and an offer from Chicago 
but I didn’t want to go to either place. The main two reasons that I chose [this city] was 
because I didn’t know anybody here and I didn’t know anything about [this city]. I came 
by myself. I already had my job but when I came here I knew nobody and nothing 
whatsoever about [this place] and I decided to come here just because of that reason. 
When I had my first class [my first year at my school], I was uncomfortable 
because when I went to the bar I would see some of the students there. From every year I 
know a lot of gay and lesbian students from school. At the beginning I was concerned, 
and about five years ago I went to the bar and saw this kid and after a week everybody 
knew he saw me. He had nothing to lose because everybody knew about him. At that 
particular time I was nervous and then I said if that’s going to happen I cannot lose my job 
because I already know the law. I don’t think the law would help, but it’s something you 
can put in your mind so you won’t be stressed about losing your job. 
I remember after the second year I was teaching here, I started using my first 
earring and the principal called me in and said, “Do you realize that you are the only (male) 
teacher here with an earring?” And I got so mad I said, “Isn’t that special. That means that 
I am unique.” The next day I came with two more-the second and the third earring—and 
that was it. He let me alone and that’s what I had to do. Since then I’ve been real open 
about my gay ness even if a student asks me. When I know that he asks me in a good 
manner and just because he noticed something or whatever, I have no shame to tell him. 
And I told that to my principal now. She knows everything. Almost everybody 
knows. Even when I was selected for the site-based. You have to do a five minute speech 
in front of the whole faculty. I just said to the faculty, “OK, you know that I’m different 
than you in so many ways. If you want somebody that is different that can do the job, I’m 
here.” It was not in my plan to say something like that. I found it necessary to do it. 
And I never have any problem at school after this. I never have a real bad 
encounter with anybody. Even when I’m outside and I hear some of the students say, “Oh 
Mr._, he’s a faggot,” or whatever, if some of my real students are around, they defend 
me. I never have to confront any student because they are saying something or whatever. 
I have great experiences in that matter at my school. 
The faculty hasn’t changed that much (in ten years). Seventy percent of the 
teachers that are there were there at the beginning. I’ve never had real bad experiences. 
The worst experiences that I had are not even related to my gayness. It is related to me 
being bilingual and Puerto Rican. Most of the teachers there at that time, and still, didn’t 
accept the bilingual program. My struggle mostly was trying to convey the value of the 
bilingual program to them and to get the rights we deserve as students and teachers there. 
All the left-over was for the bilinguals. I was a floating teacher for eight years. Only last 
year I started having a room there. 
After ten years of being in this school it’s different (for me) than when I started. 
When I started I was secluded with my bilingual students. About five years ago I started to 
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be a class advisor and I asked for regular education students and I was teaching half and 
half. I started to integrate myself more in the school business. Right now my homeroom 
is regular but my five classes are all bilingual students. I'm an advisor for the junior class. 
I was an advisor of the senior class two years ago and I'm part of the site-based team at 
school. I belong to the tenth anniversary committee. Now I'm involved with all kinds of 
activities. I don't feel myself just a bilingual teacher. I feel part of the school community. 
The bilingual program is not that big. We have around a hundred kids but we are 
five teachers and we have to teach all the classes that they receive in the regular program. I 
teach general math, algebra I, algebra I part II, geometry and algebra II. I start the first 
marking period with everything in Spanish and then I change and the tests are in English. 
At the end everything is in English. 
The last four years have been when I’ve been out. Some teachers were hostile at 
school when I tried to explain a few things about being gay when they had a student that 
was gay and the language the teachers used wasn’t proper. When a teacher and I went to 
Washington for a workshop or when I tried to have the woman from the Safe Schools 
Program come, some of them made real bad comments about that, how that’s not part of 
the school. 
I always say I'm a minority three times—Black, Hispanic and gay. Most of my kids 
don't have a problem with a Black teacher or Black kids. They have problems related with 
White. I don't tell them that I am gay. They assume because they know the signs and I 
have a sign in my car and literature on gay and lesbian and all of the copies are visible to the 
students. They know that I am part of the Safe Schools team. 
One time I passed by and a student who was not my student made a comment like, 
"Oh, he is gay," and I don't know whether he said it for me to hear or not because it wasn't 
that loud. And I just passed by and I paid no attention. When I talk about something like 
that in my home room with my kids when we have time to talk, and they're making a little 
comment like that, I say if you want to know something just ask me. I will explain to you. 
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I just do that and they stop because I'm not afraid and I present it like there is nothing 
wrong and they perceive that. 
I have a gay radar and I know that there are many gay students, and even of my 
students, I know, and even the students that come to me just to talk to me when I'm not 
their teacher, I know. If it were condoned and accepted it wouldn't make more gay people 
but some people who are gay might be more open. It's like I said, it didn't matter how 
much I tried to be straight, it wasn't me. My mother cannot put in her mind where she 
failed, what she had done. My mother said, “You grew up in a single family with a mother 
and sisters.” I said, "Mother it's not that. We were five brothers and only one sister. It's 
not anyone. That's me. I always felt that way.” 
I think [gay and lesbian teachers are good teachers] because of all we have been 
through that makes us strong and sensitive. We are more sensitive to the kids and their 
problems because we have gone through so many things to get where we are. That makes 
us more receptive to others. Professionally I have always been what I call successful but 
personally I had so many frustrations that it affected me in a way that it stole my self. Now 
I don't have that problem. And I think I can give myself more to my students and my 
profession because I'm free with myself. I feel free. 
Two years ago we had an assembly at school and everybody was presenting 
different clubs and this boy who everyone thought was gay was in one of the clubs and he 
was presenting that club. And when he started talking the assembly went ballistic. They 
all started laughing at him and even teachers-everybody. We tried to stop it and none of 
the administrators that were there did anything. At least say, "Calm down," or take the 
microphone and say, "He deserves respect." It was something real awful. 
Nothing was ever done about the assembly. This is when we started thinking about 
the Safe Schools. That was about the beginning. Another teacher and I went to the 
principal and explained to her about the assembly. We started asking the students to write 
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letters saying their feelings about what happened. I think that was our first activity. 
Before that we had a lot of students that we thought were gay but we never had problems 
like that. 
The assembly with the boy was two years ago. We saw the need that day. We had 
talked—the librarian, the director of the health center, the other teacher. There was a 
workshop in Washington given by the NEA and two people per state were selected and 
another teacher and I were selected to go. We spent three days there. When I came back I 
started making copies of everything that I got and I showed them to some teachers and 
went to the home economics teachers and I asked them if they were interested in the 
information that I had and they asked for copies. I talked with two of the history teachers 
and they loved the idea of having it as part of the curriculum. The head of the health center 
heard of a grant that could be applied for to do work on gay and lesbian issues in the school 
and she asked me if I would like to do it with her. We talked with the librarian and another 
teacher and did a proposal and it was accepted. 
We did a workshop at school. The first was only twenty teachers. After that we 
received more money and we asked thirty teachers more and the coordinator for the Safe 
Schools in Western Massachusetts came and gave the workshop. Almost forty-five 
teachers came to the second workshop. And that was the beginning. There are a lot of 
teachers that are against gays and lesbians. They won't say anything directly to you. We 
were real cautious about starting this but after what happened at the theater we felt like we 
had to. 
I have no idea [why it’s such a big deal] because for me it is simple. For me it is so 
simple. First of all everybody is scared about changes. It doesn't matter what you do at 
school; anything new has always been criticized even if they like it later. It's complicated 
because of close-minded people. That's the only reason it is complicated. We have to 
work to convince them that there is nothing wrong with this. They have had fifty, sixty 
years thinking the opposite, it's so difficult to change their minds. 
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We are teaching acceptance. We are not teaching anybody to be gay. We are 
teaching how other people live. We are not teaching anyone to be gay just as nobody 
teaches anyone to be straight. It's not even condoning, it's teaching acceptance. It's like I 
say to friends when I first tell them I am gay. I really don't care if you accept my being 
gay, just respect me. That's the approach we have to have with this. I always had the 
thought that if you're straight, you're going to be straight no matter what I say. If you’re 
gay you're going to be gay no matter what I say. The only thing that I want from people is 
respect. I think that's the approach we have to have. What they did to that kid in the 
assembly that time was wrong. It's wrong because he's a person. He deserves respect. 
Even though we haven't been real open, I think we've been open enough because 
we have trained sixty teachers and I know that out of those sixty teachers they have talked 
with at least forty or fifty teachers, and that makes three quarters of the school. Comments 
about the workshops were great and when we had the evaluations we didn't have any 
negative comments. The only negative comment that we had was that there wasn't enough 
time. The few teachers who are gay at school are the ones that have helped the least. 
When I meet one of them at the bar, he is fine, but at school he doesn't want anything to do 
with me. But I think the school is more open. I can tell you that-more open and more 
receptive. Things have changed even since last year. In room 231 the teacher even has a 
rainbow flag. 
My mother knows that I’m gay. It’s not that I told her but she knows because she 
sent me a part from the Bible that God saved these homosexuals. When she came here this 
summer I said, “Mother, you want to ask me something. I can answer anything you 
want.” She didn't. When I went three weeks to Puerto Rico, she said (when it got near 
five o’clock and I was going), “No, stay just a little more because I invited some people 
from the church,” and I said to my mother, “I don’t know these people. Why did you 
invite them?” And she said, “Because I want them to talk to you.” And I said, “Mother if 
they come here I’m going to take out my makeup and I’m going to start doing like this {he 
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starts pretending to put it on his face}. She said, “OK, OK.” She knows. I don’t hide 
that from her but she’s afraid to admit it. 
I grew up in a middle class family, in a house, and I went to Pentecostal Church. 
Everything was heaven or hell, but I know now if I go to hell it’s not because I’m gay. It 
was a big process to come to this. I came to a point that I'm trying to satisfy myself. I've 
been behind bars for so many years that I think that I've paid all my dues. I don't have to 
please anyone. Even my mother, I have to please her as hard as I can but if she won't 
respect me, then that will be it and she knows that and everybody in my family knows that. 
I see myself as two different people. I’m still the same person with the same kind 
of thoughts and feelings. The only thing is, my personality has developed. My mind is 
more open and free. But I still don’t regret anything that happened in my childhood and the 
way that my father and my mother made me--actually that wasn’t me and they didn’t make 
me the way that I was. And I don’t regret even the time that I spent at church because it 
made me the person that I am now even though I don’t follow all those things, they are still 
here. And sometimes I think, “My God, will I go to heaven?” That’s good for the soul, 
but it doesn’t affect me so I lose my sleep. 
I always wanted to be a teacher. It was scary just because I felt I was gay. But it 
always was my goal. And nothing could stop me. I was hiding for so long that I felt I 
could hide some more. That wouldn't stop me from doing my job. And since I was 
fifteen, I started teaching the kids at the church then I started teaching the younger kids. I 
have always been related to teaching--my mother was a teacher, my second brother was a 
teacher, too. I like what I'm doing. It has been twenty years and I have no regrets. My 
love for teaching—please emphasize that part. 
Being a gay teacher is different than being a straight teacher. There's a part of your 
life that you hide inside. You cannot give everything you want to or in the way that you 
want to give it. Something is hiding there that you don't want anybody to see. And 
especially with the background that my mother taught us, to care about people. Some 
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people used to give me compliments that I was gentle and caring and I confused those with 
being called a "sissy." And sometimes it made me act a different way just because I didn't 
want to show that humanity in me, because a macho person doesn't do that. Don't cry; 
don't be sensitive. In the beginning, I was trying to be straight and the more open I 
became, my behavior changed too. Now I can express myself without caring what people 
can see. If someone is sick and I cry, I don't care if someone sees me crying. 
You can put this in, too. [I found out I’m HIV positive.] All my friends know; 
everyone knows. That's the only thing that kept me going when I first heard the news. 
The good part of everything is that my group of friends were with me and I didn't keep it to 
myself. I told them. I was pretty open about it. 
Sometimes you [fall apart]. Sometimes when you are by yourself, you're down. 
You have to change all your plans. You used to plan for ten years, twenty years, and now 
your plans are in short terms. It's a different situation but the approach is the same. I live 
a normal life. 
Kelli 
(Kelli is a fifty-five year old White female who teaches at a rural high school. She 
is advisor to the Gay-Straight Alliance and was very active in the establishment of the Safe 
Schools Program at her school.) 
I was born in September of 1940, here in this town. When I was three years old, 
my parents moved to a farm, actually down the street from here. I had an older brother, 
three years older than I. My dad was a factory worker and he also worked really hard 
around his property. He had a huge garden and he always had fresh vegetables. It lasted 
most of the year because my mom did canning. We had chickens and cows and goats so I 
grew up with goats’ milk and eggs. 
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I always would rather be outside playing and helping my dad and I hated helping 
my mom in the house. I knew I was different in some respects because I never liked to 
wear skirts. I hated it when my mom would buy me fancy shoes and things. We’d always 
fight because I’d want to wear my jeans and cowboy boots to school and I couldn’t. This 
was all at a young age. So, as I grew up my family thought of me as a tomboy and always 
made fun of me, in a fun way, and I played the act. But I had a great family and I still have 
a great family. I had a younger sister and a younger brother, so my parents had like two 
families—my brother and I, and then eight years later, two more. 
In school I was always a good student. I was very social and did all kinds of 
things. I loved school. I was the top girl in my class academically, I was in the Student 
Council, a class officer, and captain of all my [sports] teams. I played sports and worked 
and dated guys, had lots of friends, went to every prom. I had a real happy life. I never 
had any bad things happen to me. My childhood was a fun, growing up time. 
I knew maybe in eighth grade that I wanted to be a teacher. I know now why I 
knew that then, because there was an English teacher who was also a coach and I always 
worshipped her. I had crushes—I know that I had crushes. I realize what that was all 
about now but I didn’t at the time. I never had crushes on men teachers. So anyway, I 
decided that’s what I wanted to be. 
I was the first person in my family to go on to college in some kind of a profession. 
I went to be a math science/teacher and once I got to Bridgewater State College they told me 
I should be in physical education, I guess because of how I walked and acted and liked 
sports. I said, “That sounds good to me.” I’m pretty easy going so I did switch over and 
I’ve never regretted that. Through college I was the same kind of a person—just really 
outgoing, social. I dated guys and right after I got out of college I got married to a guy I 
had gone to high school with. 
So I graduated from college in 1962 and I got married in the Fall of 1962. I 
remember thinking at the time that I really didn’t want to do that, I wanted to be free. 
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I think I was talked into it and thought that’s what I was supposed to do, so I got married. 
I stayed married for twenty years. That year, I taught one year here in this high school, the 
same one I graduated from, and then my ex-husband, being a salesperson, was transferred 
out to Chicago. I got a great job and when I found out I had that job I also found out I was 
pregnant so I could only last for about half a year. My daughter was born in 1964. 
The next year we were transferred to California. I lived in the Bay area for ten 
years. I got my master’s degree and started teaching there. I taught for several years in 
California. I know lots of stuff was going on in those years in California but I was a 
housewife in suburbia {she laughs}. OK, so I still wasn’t ready. 
I had a son, born in 1970. After that I taught a little bit longer and in 1974 we 
decided to move back to this area because we didn’t want to be away from family. Another 
reason is my older brother, three years older, was killed in a plane crash so I wanted to be 
back in this area near my parents. We moved back here and built this house. In a short 
time I got a job in this school, and I’ve been here something like twenty-two years. My 
children went through the school. My husband was on the school committee and we were 
like the pillars of the community so to speak—the perfect family. And we were. We didn’t 
fight. We got along really well. My parents lived down the street from here. Everything 
was fine. 
But right around that time, around forty years old, my life changed. I had met 
someone who I just started talking with and one thing led to another. Eventually she kind 
of came on to me and I realized this was what I was all about and I didn’t know it before. 
It’s like I got belted over the head and woke up and started educating myself as to what this 
was all about. Before then I didn’t pay any attention to it. As naive and stupid as that may 
sound to someone, that’s basically how my life went before that. 
Things that happened after that are pretty important to talk about now, right? {She 
laughs} I told my husband that I was a lesbian and this was difficult at first for all of us. 
Then, after a lot of conversation, and a lot of working this through, he became extremely 
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supportive. He would say to our children, “Your mom’s no different now than she ever 
was. Why would it make a difference?” We got a divorce. We didn’t really explain it that 
much except one of my things was I wanted to be more free. My divorce may have been 
just as much that as it was my sexual orientation-a combination. 
Fortunately, I could stay here in this home so I have lived here since that time. 
A couple of years after that I met my partner. We’ve been together for at least thirteen 
years now, living in this community and teaching at the same school. We’re both physical 
education teachers. I knew her for nine years before we were involved with each other in 
any way. 
At the time when all this stuff happened in my life there was lots of talk in the 
community, like I contacted some disease while I was in California, so to speak. And 
people who were my friends no longer called to do things with me, partly because of the 
rumors that were going around that I was now a lesbian. This is what homophobia is all 
about. It’s like, try to destroy somebody. It doesn’t matter how good they are or what 
they’ve done. Try to destroy them because now they belong to a group of people. Now 
they are a little different so therefore destroy them. I can’t say that it was terrible for me. I 
was teaching, I was coaching, my family was still really supportive, most everybody was 
supportive. 
At the time, the worst thing that happened to me was during the year prior to my 
partner and I living together. I coached these kids that I felt pretty close to. I had coached 
them in volleyball season and there were rumors during basketball season that none of them 
were going to go out for softball. I was the varsity softball coach. So all these seniors 
were no longer going to play softball and why, what was wrong, what had I done? I don’t 
think I would ever let this happen again but I did then—I allowed the athletic director to call 
a meeting of parents and these kids in a room with me. They never did say why they 
wouldn’t go out. They just said it was because I yelled at them, which is not my style. 
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I did find out the truth later on. About in 1991 my brother died of AIDS and he 
lived next door. The nurse who was with him that day was one of those girls who quit the 
team that time so we had a major conversation. She’s now in her late twenties. She was 
totally embarrassed about how she behaved and how the others behaved at that time and the 
discussion came up as to what it was and it was homophobia, so what I’m getting into is 
my own personal aspect of how detrimental homophobia can really be and feeling that it’s 
important to do some kind of work so this doesn’t happen to everybody. 
That same group of kids, when they had a class awards night [before graduation], 
left two one-way tickets to Provincetown to the friendly gym teachers. I wasn’t even there 
at the class night. I came in the next day and my vice-principal put his arm around me and 
said, “We love you anyway, Kelli,” and I said, “OK.” I didn’t even know what he was 
talking about. The whole faculty was upset to the point that to this day they always check 
what’s being said up there now. As far as I know, everybody to my face supported me. 
There’s nothing wrong, in my opinion, with having a different sexual orientation, 
and I’m very, very comfortable with that now. I always felt that it’s important what you do 
in this life and not what group people think you belong to. So I always got through this 
because I knew I was good; I knew I was a good teacher, I knew I was a great teacher, and 
I knew I was a good mother and family person-it wasn’t putting me away. It didn’t really 
change me other than making me feel cold about touching people. I didn’t want people to 
say, “Oh she’s touching me because she’s a lesbian.” So I was really cold for awhile 
on that. 
In school, I always thought some day I’m going to walk across the stage or I’m 
going to stand up in the gymnasium when I have to talk and somebody’s going to holler 
something about me, but they never did. The only problem I had was sometimes in the hall 
you always would hear (and this is one of the things we’re working on now), you always 
would hear, “dyke,” “queer,” “faggot” and all this kind of stuff going on, and on occasion 
I thought it might be directed to me but I didn’t know for sure. 
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We went through one year when (this is after my partner and I were together), 
every time we’d drive through the town we’d hear somebody yell from around a corner, 
“Lezzy.” We couldn’t really pinpoint who it was. Finally one day we did. We were up 
town and we had stopped our car and my partner had gone into the pizza house and while 
she was in there this girl walked by and yelled into the pizza house at my partner, but she 
didn’t know I was sitting in the car. So I got out and I confronted her. The next day in 
school she was in the hall without a pass and she came to me and asked me for one and I 
said, “You’ve got to be kidding me, that you would try to put me down like that and then 
come and ask me for a pass to get you out of a situation? No, I can’t do that, I’m sorry.” 
It wasn’t long after that the girl left the school. She was a troubled kid. She was probably 
a lesbian herself. 
I had another incident that was pretty major but it was around the time that I had 
taken some classes. I took quite a few social issues classes. That gave me a lot of 
empowerment. It was a major influence for me as far as understanding that you really have 
to confront, you just can’t let things happen. My partner and I had gone uptown and we 
were at the same old pizza house and across the square there was a gang of kids standing 
there. Again they yelled out, “Hey lezzies,” so I got really ticked and we walked along and 
I said, “I’ve got to go over there. I’ve got to confront this.” So I went across and I went 
to the girl that I thought said it and just as I started to talk to her this other boy said, 
“Mrs._, she didn’t say that, so-in-so did.” So I turned around and said, “Is that right? 
Did you say that?” And she said, “Yes, and I’m sorry.” So I walked up to her and I said, 
“I can’t believe you’d do that to me. You’ve been to my house. You’ve eaten food out of 
my refrigerator. You’ve sat and watched my television with my son. In fact, I think I even 
gave you a ride home one time. And you’ve got the nerve, because you’re in this group of 
people like this, to try to put me down? I don’t understand this.” And she said, “I’m 
really, really sorry.” She was so apologetic. And all the kids said they were sorry. And I 
walked away from them and they never said a word when I walked away. That was the 
end of that. And I’ve never had another problem uptown since then. 
My next problem must have been three years ago. There was a young boy who 
came in from someplace else so he wasn’t homegrown and he was troubled. I was asked 
to go in to the gym and check on this class for someone else so I walked in and this kid 
was off the wall. I asked him to come down from the bleachers, and he said, “No.” And 
again I said, “Come down here.” He said, “I don’t have to do what you say, you lezzy.” 
So I said to him, “You have a choice. You either come down here now or I’ll get the vice¬ 
principal.” I didn’t say anything else and I walked away and pretty soon he came down 
and he walked over and stood against the wall and I walked up to him and I said, “I had 
you in class before and you were fine. What’s the problem?” He said, “Nothing.” I said, 
“I don’t get it. Do you usually try to put people down for no reason at all?” And he said, 
“Sometimes.” And I said, “Why don’t you just look me in the eye and say what you just 
said about me.” And he turned around [and looked me in the eye] and said, “Lezzy.” And 
I thought, “Oh no, what am I going to say now,” and I just looked at him and said, “Thank 
you for the compliment.” I didn’t discipline him or anything. And that’s the last incident 
I’ve ever had. How much of that spread around, I don’t know. But it was right after that 
the Safe Schools Program came in. 
[Even now,] if you’re gay and you’re a teacher you may still be on guard that 
someone’s going to find out about you. I’m not in this situation now but other teachers in 
my school are, and in every other school. It depends on who you are, I’ve decided. For 
me, it’s partly to do with my age I think, it’s partly to do with feeling secure in who I am, 
and it’s partly to do with feeling a social responsibility at this point-in feeling I might be in 
a position to be able to help, that I feel differently than many gay teachers. Most gay 
teachers are so closeted. They’re scared to death. I try to get teachers to chaperone things 
for the Safe Schools Program and they are afraid. They want to but they are afraid to be 
associated because of guilt by association. And even though it is a Gay-Straight Alliance 
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and nobody knows who’s what at our school, they are afraid. So it’s hard. Everybody 
loses out. 
By far the most common way to put someone down is to call them a “faggot.” 
That’s the worst thing they can call people. It goes on in every school all over the place so 
if you are a gay or lesbian teacher and you’re hearing this stuff all the time, if you are not 
secure in yourself, you’re not going to interrupt the comments. And if you’re a straight 
teacher and you are still struggling with your own belief system and you still think it’s a 
cool thing to do because you grew up telling “queer” jokes, and you haven’t yet grown 
through that and had enough social issues training and awareness yourself (and most 
teachers have not had that training), you don’t know how to interrupt. So whether you’re a 
gay or straight teacher, this hurts everybody. And if you do have too much knowledge 
then it’s like a sign you must be gay yourself. Nobody really wants to step out there to 
help out. 
Before the Safe Schools, nobody, including me, would ever use the words “gay” 
or “lesbian.” You would hear the slang words, faggot and dyke and this kind of stuff. 
The whole subject of diverse sexual orientation was never discussed. In my opinion this is 
emotional and social violence against gays and lesbians. It’s like, “You don’t exist. We 
don’t talk about you.” There were no bulletin boards that said anything about being gay or 
lesbian. There was nothing in the school. There were no role models. No one was out 
there talking about this or about being one themselves. There were no books. Nothing— 
there was nothing in the classrooms—absolutely nothing. So the kids figured they never 
knew anybody who was gay and all they could think of was a stereotype “faggot” walking 
down the street or a “bulldyke.” That’s about what they would have pictured in their minds 
and would think, “I don’t see anybody like this here so there’s nobody here.” They 
wouldn’t realize they were by gays and lesbians all the time. They were not realizing that 
people in that classroom would have gay and lesbian fathers and mothers, sisters and 
brothers, or uncles or whatever. They had no concept of that at all. If they had any of 
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these feelings themselves or they were in a family with people like this, they would feel 
they were the only ones and nobody else was like them. That’s how it was and most 
schools are still like that around the country. 
So in contrast to that, now all teachers use “lesbian” and “gay.” And it wasn’t until 
the Safe Schools Program came in that I actually came out in school. I came out within the 
context of the Safe Schools group of kids and also said, “This is not something I would 
advocate for you to do but I just wanted you to know this because I think it’s important for 
you to know.” 
It was a big intellectual process [to get from housewife to coming out]. Again, my 
professor was at the top of this. I listened and I studied. I read books and I really paid 
attention in the social issues classes. Running away is not me. I firmly talked to myself 
and to my children, “This is who I am and this is who you are and this is what we are as a 
family and we’re OK. And the people who don’t like this, this is their problem.” 
[We’re involved in] another civil rights movement. This is just another process that 
people have to go through and it’s not for me to be judgmental of people but to help them to 
understand what this is all about. My principal says that when you deal with social issues 
you have to get inside yourself and you have to start looking at yourself and into what your 
beliefs are and when you start uncovering your own beliefs and your own fears, it’s very 
difficult and painful to do. That’s why teachers have a hard time teaching this stuff. Those 
classes in social issues take you through this process. I think that as schools and 
universities work with teacher training, that has to be more important than anything else 
because in classrooms you can’t begin to teach with all this social stuff going on and as the 
world gets larger and more diverse and we’re all mixed together more, if we don’t deal 
with the social issues, it’s going to be our major downfall. 
The reason anonymity is not a concern for some of us anymore [when doing an 
interview like this] is because of the Safe Schools Program. Now there’s a law for 
students which protects teachers also. With some people, that’s what they need to hear 
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because they’re not willing to look inside themselves and to realize all this other stuff so for 
them to behave themselves, so to speak, they need a law. 
I took a bunch of kids to the AIDS walk in Boston and I had a student that said, “I 
just don’t like it. Why do people wear shirts that say, ‘I’m gay’? I don’t wear a shirt that 
says I’m heterosexual.” My answer was, “Part of the problem is that no one ever thought 
that there were gay people around. You probably never thought that you were being taught 
by a gay person or a lesbian or that gays and lesbians were around you. So part of the 
whole process now is helping people understand that gay and lesbian people are all around 
you. Eventually that won’t have to happen. We’ll just all live here and we won’t have to 
do this. That’s what the goal is.” And he said, “Oh, that’s good. I understand more 
now.” Really that is what has to happen. 
The Safe Schools Program started three years ago. Students at our school were 
members of a regional advisory committee for student government. These kids took part in 
getting the law in place and they had gone to the State House and petitioned. These are 
very intelligent and outgoing kids. They’re very socially conscious. I don’t know if any 
of them were gay or lesbian. I know that the thing kind of started with a girl in a 
neighboring town who was beaten up at a bus stop because she was lesbian. That’s 
speculation but I think it was something like that. 
Once that law was enacted, the students came back to our school and they told our 
principal they wanted to start a Gay-Straight Alliance and they told him about the law, and 
that they really felt it was important that we have one at our school. He said it was OK 
with him but they would have to have an advisor and he thought they were going to have 
some problems getting one. So they asked a couple of people and when they asked me I 
said that I would have to let them know. And I called [the Safe Schools contact person] 
and she came up and we had a long meeting about what that would involve. I thought it 
would be a really good thing to do and here were these kids who were so excited about it. 
It was the right thing to do but I was afraid. So after I talked to [the Safe Schools person] 
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and I was convinced there was support from the Department of Education, legal support 
and all kinds of other support there, I decided I would do this. 
The kids told me there was this big regional workshop coming up in Worcester so 
we went to Assumption College and we took around fourteen kids. These kids were really 
politically active. So we went down there and got our first training. At that workshop our 
kids were just outstanding. They stood out above all the adults that were there. 
After that workshop there was definitely a group of kids that were knowledgeable 
and activist. They came back and talked to everyone in the school. They told the students 
they wanted to start a Gay-Straight Alliance, why they wanted to start it and they talked to 
them very intelligently. They offered the student body a suggestion box in the front office. 
They also offered them an overnight in the gym when they could come and hear more about 
what was going on and use the climbing wall and play games and have videos and that kind 
of stuff. A lot of kids responded. I think we had forty kids at that first overnight. The girl 
from Athol that was beaten up was a former classmate of these kids, and she came in and 
talked to them about what it was like and she also is an out lesbian and she and her partner 
both talked to them. That was a different experience for them. Here they had grown up 
with this girl and they always used to pick on her when she was younger and then they 
started to realize what this was all about so it was pretty eye opening for them. This isn’t 
something out in Provincetown, there are people here that need help. And that was the 
beginning of it and when I saw the kids were as excited with it as they were, I jumped on 
with them. 
I’m having a real hard time right now. Everything has moved along fantastically. 
We’ve had letters in the school newspaper talking about things that are going on and about 
issues having to do with the Gay-Straight Alliance, kids have been involved in setting up 
big time assemblies on homophobia, having bulletin boards up, having articles in the 
newspaper. We’ve received the full granting from the State three years in a row which has 
allowed us to do these adventure trips. We have a great network set up between the nurse, 
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the guidance department, the principal and the superintendent and school committee. 
We’ve gotten into classrooms with all the Safe School stickers and this year the Student 
Council made up pink triangles with a black triangle inside of them and then an “A” and a 
straight line going across so it’s the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Straight Alliance and it says 
‘‘Safe Zone” on them like the stickers. They put those out with a copy of the law and on 
the reverse side, ways to deal with homophobic statements. Those went out into every 
classroom. All this major work is going on. 
In 1995 we went to the first Gay-Straight Alliance in Boston and received an 
award, this plaque and the diversity flag. That was in the newspaper last year. The flag sat 
in our closet for the whole year and was put out when we had some of our events going on 
but was never put out in the school. Some of the kids would ask, “Where can we put this 
flag?” And I would say, “I don’t know, just think about it. Try to find a place.” In March 
the Student Council voted to put the flag on the flag pole and the principal gave his 
permission. I had never thought about putting it there. 
Since the flag’s been up, there has been so much controversy in the whole town. 
We had four senior boys who had to be dealt with several times this year with discipline for 
picking on other kids and calling them “fag” and stuff. Those same boys started a petition 
against the flag. They said, “We don’t want that ‘fag flag’ up.” So they were going to 
bring this to the Student Council but they never showed up for the meeting. At this 
meeting anyone was invited to come and express how they felt about the flag. People came 
and all talked about it and they were very intelligent. They voted to keep the flag up. There 
were a couple of threats from community people that they were going to show up at school 
committee meetings but they never did. 
Last week twelve people met with the administration and told [the principal] he 
should take that flag down today and he said, “No. That was put up by the students and 
it’s going to stay up there.” They tried to get the superintendent to take it down and she 
said, “No,” for the same reason. So they are pretty upset. They tried to make an issue 
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about a whole bunch of stuff all lumped in together. But the superintendent-which this is 
good because it shows the work the Gay-Straight Alliance has done in our school because 
we never, ever would have had the support prior to this--but the superintendent has told 
this group of twelve people that they would have to break down what their problems are. 
So they’ve broken them down and the first thing they want to deal with is sex education 
which I’m not involved in at all, thank goodness. I don’t teach sex education although 
they’re trying to get me lumped into this. The second thing is they don’t want the diversity 
flag flying with the American flag-of course they have no objection to the MacDonald’s 
flag flying there--this perversion flag flying with the American flag. One man called it a 
Communist flag. They’re calling it all kinds of stuff. The other thing they want to do is 
fire the whole school committee because they’re not doing their job and they are accusing 
[the principal] of lying to them about the flag and about sex education, and then they are 
naming me as teaching homosexual lifestyle. So this is the whole thing going on right now 
and it’s going to the school committee meeting on June 25th. The whole problem is 
homophobia. 
My superintendent wants me to get materials ready for the school committee so I 
have reams of stuff from the Safe Schools Program for them to read. I’ll give them a 
whole packet of everything that’s gone on in the Safe Schools and how we’ve been 
awarded all these different awards for what we’ve done, for kids on the Speakers’ Bureau 
going off to different workshops and speaking around the state. In a way this is tough on 
all of us but it’s also education and bringing out in the open all the things people are 
thinking. Maybe this is a good thing. 
So, getting involved in the Safe Schools Program can be pretty major. I knew what 
I was getting into in that respect. I knew I was protected in some ways but I also knew I 
was going out on a limb. I think the meeting is going to be flooded with people on both 
sides. It’s a little scary in a way because I think there could be TV and press there. A lot 
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of eyes are going to be looking at how this is handled. It will have to be handled in a very 
professional way so it is informative to everyone and so there is no violence. 
My gut feeling is that powerful, powerful education will come out of this and the 
flag will stand. I feel I have nothing to hide. My children know who I am. My whole 
family knows who I am. If I was straight I would have worked on this committee. I have 
a lot of personal feelings on this that can drive me. I think of my brother who died of 
AIDS. At the time he contacted the HIV virus it was in the late 70’s when it wasn’t known 
and had that information been out there like it should have been, he may not have been 
infected. I think about how people have tried to persecute me. And there is a thing with 
my niece—when she was in medical school and thought she was heterosexual, her school 
had been paid for through ROTC and the military and she had every intention of putting in 
her time in the military. Now that she’s realized she’s a lesbian, she says she’s not going 
to deny who she is and go back into the closet. By law she can’t go in if she’s a lesbian. 
And here she is, this brilliant doctor. This whole thing is so stupid. One year one of the 
kids went up to the recruiter and said, “I’m gay. Can I get in the military?” And the guy 
said, “Yes, as long as you don’t say anything. We have lots of gay friends.” Our schools 
say you cannot have any discriminatory organization within your school and yet we have 
the military coming in and recruiting. They’re the most discriminatory of all. 
My student who received the Social Justice Award this year, a wonderful kid who’s 
spoken all over about the Safe Schools Program, was approached on the street by this man 
with a Bible and the man said to my student, “Why don’t you do something more 
constructive with your time?” And my student said, “Excuse me?” And the man said, 
“You should be working for the Lord,” and my student said, “I am.” 
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Sally 
(Sally is a forty-eight year old White female who is a health coordinator for a rural 
school system. She is very active in the Safe Schools Program and was in charge of its 
original establishment in her school system.) 
I grew up in the suburbs of Philadelphia. I spent my whole life there until three 
years ago when I moved here. I grew up as the oldest child of four children. My family 
was, and is, Christian fundamentalist. I was one for a long time. That was one of the hard 
things about being lesbian. 
I grew up trying to be the superstar in the family. It was a pretty normal childhood. 
I played sports—field hockey, basketball, and lacrosse- in high school. I didn’t know that 
I was lesbian. I wasn’t interested in boys at all. When I was in kindergarten we started the 
day with play time and you could play anything you wanted. I always used to play with 
the blocks with the boys, and all the girls did all the girls things. I knew I was supposed to 
be doing girl things and once in awhile I would try, and they were boring, and so I would 
just go back and play with the boys. One time I was painting in kindergarten class and the 
fire drill bell rang and we went out. When I came back in, someone had scribbled all over 
my painting. I remember standing there and wondering if somebody did that because they 
didn’t like that I played blocks with the boys. I knew when I was little that I was different 
but I didn’t understand what it was and I knew it had something to do with gender. 
When I was in 5th grade it was the first time I knew anything about gay or lesbian. 
My best friend said, “You’re a queer.” I didn’t know what it was. I had never heard that 
word, but I knew by the way she said it that it was really bad. I didn’t figure out that I was 
a lesbian until after college when I was twenty-two. All through college I had gone to 
church. When I was maybe twenty-four, my partner and I were involved in the church. 
She was the choir director, and I sang in the choir. Somebody figured out that we were 
lesbian and they asked and we admitted we were. They threw us out of the church. They 
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told us that we were welcome to come and worship in the church if we would renounce our 
homosexual behavior, or if we promised not to act on it, we could continue going to that 
church but in no case could we participate with the choir even if we became celibate. That 
made me leave the church. About five or six years ago I did rediscover my spirituality. 
I didn’t want to tell anybody in my family [that I was a lesbian]. My first partner, 
the choir director, wanted to tell. We used to fight about it. One night we were having a 
candlelight dinner, just the two of us. There was a knock on the door and it was my 
grandmother. We quickly blew out the candles. We had a collage in our apartment and 
there was a picture of two men holding hands and my grandmother looked at the collage 
and said, “You’re not like that are you?” And I said, “no.” We finished dinner. While I 
was doing the dishes I was thinking, “I just lied to my grandmother. Wouldn’t it be better 
to just say the truth?” So I went out to the li ving room and told her that we were like those 
people. I don’t remember what her reaction was, but I knew that she would call my mother 
as soon as she got home and knowing that I could drive faster than my grandmother, as 
soon as she left we jumped in our car and drove quickly to my mother’s house and told 
my mother. 
For an hour she said, “You’re sick, you’re sinners.” It was about a week before 
Thanksgiving. My partner and I were supposed to go to my mother’s for dinner with the 
whole family. My mother uninvited my partner and said I was still welcome because I was 
her daughter and she would always love me, but my lesbian lover was not allowed to 
come. I have never been at my family’s for a holiday since. I was twenty-three years old 
when that happened and I’m forty-eight now. My father and I never talked about it (my 
parents divorced when I was in 10th grade), but about two or three months ago I got a 
hateful letter from him. That's typical of my family; they say they love me, but they think 
I’m bad. 
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Until I moved here, I allowed myself to be treated like a second class citizen. I 
colluded with [my mother’s] homophobia and tried to be the good daughter. I thought if I 
was good enough they would accept me. But no matter how good I am, they’ve never 
accepted me and I’ve done good things, but that doesn't matter to them. I have to shift and 
not have my self-esteem dependent on her love. 
I’m getting feistier and feistier and the Safe Schools Program is one of the things 
that has helped me. I have changed through that and it is pretty incredible. I’m still 
somewhat closeted at work but gradually I’ve been more and more open. I’m on the edge 
of being out totally and publicly. I’ve been interviewed on a videotape and I’ve talked to a 
reporter anonymously, but if the video tape is publicly released, I told this reporter that I 
would tell her my story for the newspaper if she wants it. 
I taught in the suburbs of Philadelphia at first. I taught physical education and 
health in a public school for a couple of years and then moved to a private school for 
emotionally disturbed and learning disabled students and taught physical education, grades 
seven through twelve. I left at the end of five years. I worked for the Girl Scouts and the 
YWCA for a few years. I missed teaching so I went back to get certified to teach biology, 
which is what I always wanted to do. Then, I taught biology and health in a high school in 
New Jersey for nine years before I came here. 
It was really hard [to be lesbian and a public school teacher]. When I was in New 
Jersey I was totally closeted. In the nine years I taught in that school, I came out to four 
people and one of them, the first one, was because at lunch one day she got right in my 
face and said basically, if anybody was lesbian or gay it would be fine with her. So I came 
out to her because I figured it was safe. 
I managed [being a lesbian and a teacher] with a lot of denial, I guess, and I just 
had to compartmentalize my life. At home I was who I really was, and at work, I was the 
professional with no personal life. At work I just didn’t talk about my personal life and 
that was really hard because I have a personal life. I used to wonder what people thought 
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about me because everybody else used to talk about doing this or that and people mostly 
didn’t ask me. Sometimes I would say a little tiny bit but mostly I just couldn’t talk about 
my life. I felt like I gave the impression that I didn’t have one. At the end of the year there 
was always a picnic and at Christmas time there was always a party. So I didn’t go to 
those social events. I just stayed as professional as I possibly could. 
Once at the end of my third year teaching, homosexuality was in the curriculum as 
deviant behavior-all the bad things. I had taken a course in family life education and the 
professor recommended a book called Demystifying Homosexuality. I got a copy of it and 
decided that I would do the most innocuous lesson in my senior health class. It was about 
attitudes and opinions with some facts to dispel some stereotypes. It was one lesson in the 
senior year, that's all. The religious right of the town got hold of it and came in and 
demanded to see me and the principal. I was scared. I didn’t have tenure and they could 
have fired me. I had just gotten a letter that morning that said they were going to grant me 
tenure but I had to finish the year. 
It was two men. I didn’t even have either one of their kids in my class. They 
talked about their concerns and I honestly answered their questions as best I could. I let 
them know that as a health educator there were lots of things that I had to talk about that 
were different from my values. For example, I think teenagers are too young for sexual 
intercourse, but I must teach them about birth control and safer sex because many of them 
are sexually active. They backed off, but the principal told me he hoped I was not a 
lesbian. That was all he said. It never came up again but at the end of each year we always 
reevaluated our curriculum and I took homosexuality out of the curriculum and I never 
brought it up again. 
When I was a class advisor one of my jobs was to be in charge of the prom so I 
figured I better go to the prom. I asked a gay friend to go with me. I wore a gown and he 
wore a tux with a cummerbund to match my gown. He bought me flowers. I was totally 
hiding and trying to make people think I was straight so I talked about Joe sometimes at 
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lunch. It surprised people that I showed up with this guy. There was this young student 
who I’m pretty sure was lesbian and I think she had a crush on me. I walked in on Joe’s 
arm and she was there. Her face fell. I felt terrible because in protecting myself, I lied to 
the kid. 
There was a boy who dropped out of school before graduation. At the time I didn’t 
know about kids who leave school because they are gay or lesbian. I was too closeted 
myself to know about youth issues. If I had been out in any way, that boy might have 
finished high school because he would have had a positive role model. I hid because I was 
afraid that they would figure it out and that I would be fired. Once in awhile a kid would 
walk by my classroom door and yell “dyke” and that felt terrible. It felt bad to be hiding, 
but it was all I knew and it was everything that society had taught me. The people that I 
hung out with that were lesbian or gay men all were closeted. It was just the way life was 
supposed to be. That lasted into my forties. 
Five years ago I went to the Quaker Lesbian Conference. I was not a Quaker but I 
had rediscovered my spirituality and it was quite deep and meaningful. I was talking to 
other women there who knew about people like Mary Daly, Starhawk, Carter Heywood 
and Audre Lorde. They wrote about feminist spirituality. There was a huge gap in my life. 
When I started reading feminist spirituality I began to realize that the personal is political 
and that my spirituality couldn’t be just for me, it had to be about making the world a better 
place. At the same time that I went to this Quaker Lesbian Conference I met Kathleen. She 
is a feminist and she’s out. We got involved. I moved here a couple of years after we fell 
in love. The reading I was doing challenged me to have a different view of life. Kathleen 
was showing me that there was a different way to be. The valley was showing me a 
different way. Then I got the job that I have now and the challenges of doing it have 
moved me along really, really far. 
I am not the same woman who moved here three years ago. When I moved here I 
was closeted. I had never done a political thing in my life other than supporting young 
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women in the school. I always challenged my young women students to reach for their 
dreams and to not be shut down by what society said was possible for women. Back in the 
1970’s I was a member of NOW and I considered myself a feminist. But what I was about 
in those days was equality for women in sports and the underlying issues just didn’t hit my 
conscious mind. My process was closed down for forty-three years but once the door was 
opened a crack, the door was blown off its hinges! 
I was only [at my new position as] Health Coordinator a short time before I got the 
memo asking me to start the Safe Schools Task Force. [Before this] nobody ever talked 
about gay or lesbian issues in the school district. I know that in one elementary school 
there was a lesbian couple which had a child in a primary grade and the kid was being 
teased. The parents wanted to go into the school to talk about what their family was like, 
but the principal said, “We don’t ever do anything like that.” [But we do.] A typical 
lesson in our elementary schools at that age level is to have the child be the star for the day 
and have the child’s family come in. I found out about this because the principal asked me 
to help keep it quiet so the couple would not end up making trouble. That was before I got 
the Safe Schools Program memo asking me to start the Task Force. 
Now in the same school [two years later], that family has been into the classroom. 
Their little girl was still getting harassed. Her teacher invited one of the mothers to come in 
to talk to the class. The teacher wrote down every question asked by the children and 
wrote down the lesbian mother’s responses. Then, when a man called the superintendent 
of schools and complained, the teacher had [everything documented] and it was all just 
fine. [I don’t know if that teacher would have known to do that before the Safe Schools.] 
Last week, one of the school nurses asked me if I could get the emergency 
information form changed to include a question about a child having allergies. I didn’t 
know what the procedure was for changing an official school district form so I asked the 
superintendent of schools. He said, “It’s in my computer. Let me pull it up and I’ll change 
it right now.” I said, “While we’re changing the form, we ought to change a place that 
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asked for mother’s and father’s names and occupations to “parent #1” and “parent #2.” He 
said, “OK.” That fast it was made inclusive for gay parents and lesbian parents. That's 
our easiest success! 
I started the Safe Schools Task Force in the fall of 1993. We met once a month. 
The second month we invited the other administrators including the superintendent, 
assistant superintendent, high school principal and director of special education. 
Afterward, all four said, “Yes this is an important program. Let’s do it.” We kept them 
informed all year about all our plans. First the Safe Schools Task Force trained the 
administrators and got their support then decided to do needs assessments through parent, 
student, and staff surveys [with a cover letter of explanation about the Safe Schools 
Program], We started with parents of 9th graders and up. That brought the religious right 
“out of the woodwork” and it was terrible. 
There were only a handful of them, about six, but they were vicious. The religious 
right uses about thirteen typical tactics and they have used nine or ten in our school district. 
It was very difficult. A straight man sued the school. He filed a suit with the 
Massachusetts Commission Against Discrimination saying he was discriminated against 
because he was a straight man and he wasn’t on the Safe Schools Task Force. There are 
straight people on the task force. He [originally] was put on the committee and [he decided 
not to be on it]. Then the school committee suspended the Task Force. He eventually 
dropped it, but he dropped it after it was apparent that he was going to lose the suit. 
The Safe Schools Task Force got suspended by the school committee for a month 
because of the furor around it. It was reinstated after a month, but we were told that we 
had to reorganize. We had to advertise it in the newspaper and send a letter to every single 
parent in the school system inviting them to join the Safe Schools Task Force. They 
reinstated the Task Force with the religious right on it, and I felt at that point like I was the 
director of an abortion clinic and had pro-lifers appointed to my board of directors. I 
thought, “We can’t possibly do anything.” One of things the religious right did was send a 
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letter to every parent in the school district from a group called Citizens for Responsible 
Education. In it they lied and distorted things that [were said at the meetings]. For 
example, they said we were going to have “gender bender week” where all the kids cross- 
dressed for a week. That's absurd. 
I had a couple of complaints filed against me by the man who filed a suit against the 
school committee. He said I established a pattern of secrecy and deception when I formed 
the Safe Schools Task Force, that I was brusque at meetings, lacked integrity, should be 
removed from the leadership of the committee, and that I was very questionable to have 
around. Somebody who was at the meetings wrote a letter of support and the principal of 
the high school, who also was at meetings, went to bat for me so the superintendent knew 
that the charges were not true. A few weeks after that, the guy filed another complaint and 
said more terrible things. The superintendent investigated the second complaint and 
dismissed it. 
They were always threatening. We never knew when they were going to attack. 
We would have something partially planned and they would go out to the community and 
tell people distorted versions of partially formulated plans. It was like having spies on our 
committee. 
I was attacked that fall because the previous spring I had spent one hundred and 
sixty three dollars on T-shirts for students who were involved in the Safe Schools 
Program. I was charged with lacking judgment and going against the school committee 
because the Safe Schools Task Force was suspended [when I ordered them]. [They 
claimed] I shouldn’t have spent the money; however, the grant was never the Safe Schools 
Task Force grant. [It was for the whole Safe Schools Program]. The superintendent was 
going to put a reprimand in my file and I said, “Wait a minute. This is the first time there 
has been any question about my ability to do my job and the first time you have had any 
question about my judgment.” The reprimand was not filed, but the superintendent sent 
this guy a letter saying that I had used bad judgment. He thought that would get him off 
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my back. It felt terrible. The students later told me that it meant a great deal to them to get 
the T-shirts because they knew that they weren’t going to be abandoned just because the 
going got tough. 
[Gay and lesbian] kids in this school don’t come out publicly, not even now. I 
know of a couple kids that have come out but it has been in a very select group. In that 
second year when the religious right was on our Safe Schools Task Force, the students 
formed a Gay-Straight Allies group, we bought books, we had an awareness training for 
the high school staff, we had specialized training for the guidance department on dealing 
with GLB youth and their issues, and we had a forum attended by 150 parents. We also 
presented assemblies for students. Grades nine through twelve had assemblies about 
homophobia. The 7th and 8th grade assemblies touched on homophobia and anti- 
Semitism, and the presenter tied it to the Holocaust because in the puddle school, they 
study the Holocaust. He talked about that and talked about homophobia and showed the 
connections. So we did all of that the year that the opposition was still strong. 
Next month the Safe Schools Task Force is being given the “Excellence in Social 
Justice Award” by the New England Conference of the United Methodist Church. In spite 
of it being really, really difficult, we have had major successes. We also got a 
commendation from the Governor’s Task Force on Gay and Lesbian Youth. This year we 
had a recognition banquet to honor the youth that started the Gay-Straight Allies, we had 
parent/student night for parents to give input into what the Safe Schools Task Force was 
doing and then we had two educational evenings followed by discussions. [I arranged] a 
three hour training for all of the principals and all of the central office administrators. There 
wasn’t enough time, so we didn’t get to discussions about what our next steps [should be]. 
That’s the first thing on the agenda for the next administrators’ meeting. That, in a nut 
shell, is what has happened in our school district. 
I have been transformed. When I came here to Massachusetts, I quit a secure job 
and trusted that I would get something, and the only thing I put out to the universe was, 
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“Please land me a job where I can make a difference.” So, soon after I was hired for my 
current job, I get this memo from the Department of Education asking that I form the Safe 
Schools Task Force. I really wanted to do it but I was really scared. My job is 100% grant 
funded. They can let me go at the end of the year in a heartbeat. 
I formed the task force. I asked one of the lesbian parents and asked the guidance 
department to see if they could recommend any other parents, so I got some parents. I 
started the thing. I was terrified. When I had to go to the other administrators to talk about 
the program, I always made sure that I had at least three things on a list to talk to them 
about so I didn’t look like a one issue person. I didn’t even like to say the words “gay” or 
“lesbian” or “homosexual” in school. 
So here I was “little miss stay in the closet as far back as you can with the door 
closed,” starting the Safe Schools Task Force. I was terrified. I went to a DOE training 
about how to start a Safe Schools Task Force. I heard the stories of youth that day. There 
was so much power in the room. I knew from my own closeted years how important it 
was. It was really hard not to come out that day but I was still too terrified and I didn’t. 
We did the work in the first year and I let the other administrators know that we 
were moving forward. In May, with the controversy, when I defended the Safe Schools 
Task Force at the school committee meeting and they suspended it anyway, the assistant 
superintendent apologized to me the next morning, “We let you hang out to dry last night 
and we didn’t support you, and I’m sorry and that will never happen again.” He has 
gradually become a really strong ally. The previous superintendent retired and he was 
interim superintendent and applied for the [permanent] job. This controversy was still 
boiling and there was a very strong conservative element in the community that didn’t want 
him to get the job because of his support for the Safe Schools Task Force. If he had killed 
the Task Force he would have gotten the job easily. But he wouldn’t back down. He got 
the job anyway. He’s the one who changed the Emergency Information Form. I asked 
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him, “Do you think we need to train the administrators?” He said, “Tell me what you want 
and that’s what you’ll get.” He wants to train all the school committee members as well. 
When the Safe Schools Task Force was under fire, there was a period of six weeks 
when I couldn’t sleep and then when I did, I had a dream about struggling and fighting 
people who were trying to disband my program. It was very difficult. At first when the 
complaints were filed against me by the religious right, I was really ashamed and didn’t 
want anybody to know. I thought, “This man says I lack integrity.” That really hurt the 
most. After a few days I started to realize I wasn’t doing anything wrong. I asked to make 
a difference in the world and I've been given a chance to make the world a kinder place, a 
more loving place, a safer place. By the summer there was a newspaper article on the front 
page about the man’s complaint against the school system, the MCAD suit and some other 
stuff and I was quoted in the article. It felt wonderful to tell the truth in the newspaper. I 
went from shame to power. 
I had gotten strength every time I said the word “gay” or “lesbian” or had to defend 
the program. I would get a little bit more strength and a little bit more power. Actually I 
didn’t get more power or strength, but I found what was already inside me. It just kept 
growing. 
I got picked at the end of the first year to be on the State’s Health Curriculum 
Frameworks Development Committee. That was an incredible professional and personal 
experience. The committee was mostly straight but always supporting sexual orientation 
being mentioned in the health frameworks. After a year of intense work we got the first 
draft right before the public draft went to the printer and sexual orientation was not in there, 
not even mentioned! So my heart started beating and my palms started sweating and I 
thought, “This is the time I should come out. These people need to hear from a lesbian 
how important this is.” So I put my hand up. I came out to the group and I talked about 
how important it is for teachers to have the words “sexual orientation” in the frameworks 
so they have something from the State that allows them, encourages them, makes it 
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somewhat safer for them to say the words that need to be said to break the invisibility for 
gay and lesbian youth. A few minutes later [the Associate Commissioner of Education] 
walked in the door. I came out to her as well. They put “sexual orientation” in the 
frameworks. 
I started this not ever wanting to say the words “gay” or “lesbian” in school and 
being closeted my whole professional life. As I work for the Safe Schools Program, I 
keep getting stronger. I came out to the superintendent and assistant superintendent 
because I was afraid I would be outed in the newspaper. I wanted them to hear it from me. 
Gradually, I kept coming out to people. 
My partner and I broke up and I [shared it with] the principal. She told me a little 
bit about her divorce and loaned me tapes and a book about grief. She equated her straight 
marriage with my lesbian relationship and that felt really good. Other people who know 
have been supportive through this break up. It’s been really incredible to have people at 
work that I can tell what’s really happening [in my life]. One woman told me that she has a 
stepson who is gay and HIV positive and she was keeping that quiet. It’s freed other 
people to be more [open] and that's been really incredible. 
We had this recognition banquet for the Safe Schools Task Force, the Gay-Straight 
Allies, the Superintendent of Schools, and the School Committee Chairperson. We were 
all supposed to talk about what the Safe Schools Program meant to us. I was the last one 
to speak. I came out to that group. It was the first time that I ever came out to students. It 
was incredibly powerful for me as well as for them. That was harder than coming out to 
the Associate Commissioner of Education and these are people that I see all the time. 
Afterwards students came up to me and hugged me and said thank you with tears in their 
eyes. They tell me the halls are safer and there is not as much name-calling as there used 
be. Our school is a different place but there is still a lot more to do. 
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Peter 
(Peter is a thirty-eight year old White male who is a teacher at a suburban high 
school. He is active in the Safe Schools Program and is co-advisor for the Gay-Straight 
Alliance.) 
I was born in this city in 1957. I spent all of my childhood here. I have an older 
brother who’s three years older, and a younger sister who’s two years younger and who 
happened to have been bom on my birthday. My father is retired but he was a professor at 
a local college for twenty-five years. He was a very busy man when I was a child, 
working on his graduate degree and holding down part time jobs. I didn’t see a whole lot 
of him. My mother did not work at all until I was in 7th or 8 th grade and then she went to 
work as a teacher’s aide in an elementary school. I was educated here and graduated in 
1975 from the high school. 
During my childhood I was exceedingly shy and inhibited. Actually I think I had 
kind of a painful childhood because I was so shy, and I am one of those people who knew 
way back [I was different]. I didn’t necessarily know that I was gay, but I knew I was 
different from other people, right back to five, six or seven years old. I found it difficult to 
make friends, and I was not athletic and I can remember thinking that all my problems 
would clear up if I was only good at sports. I sort of equated success in life with being 
good at sports, and I was terrible at sports in school. 
I wasn’t [an] outstanding [student] in elementary school. I was average. When I 
got into 8th grade I started becoming a worker in school. Everyone needs to feel 
successful in some arena and I was not successful in athletics, and I was not successful 
socially because I was so shy. The only area where I could be at least a bit successful was 
academically so I started working very hard. From 8th grade on I think I was a good 
student and did well in school. 
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I never went to a dance all the way through junior high or high school. I never had 
any social life that involved school. I never had any friends until maybe my junior year of 
high school. Academically I was strong, and there were other kids who were strong 
academically and not so good at sports, and I did connect with a couple of them but not 
until the last two years of my schooling. 
[I went to] UMass right out of high school, but again I was so socially inept that the 
thought of living at UMass was not even a possibility in my mind, so I lived with my 
parents and commuted. I worked part time at the city library to earn money. I majored in 
the classics. I knew even in high school that I wanted to become a Latin teacher. I had 
Latin all the way through high school and UMass has an excellent classics department. I 
lucked out in that I could study at one of New England’s better classics departments and 
still live at home—and be safe. I started coming out of my shell, so to speak, in college and 
I had a definite collection of friends. I was always a little regretful that I didn’t live on 
campus later on because I did miss that college experience. I graduated in 1979 and stayed 
to get my master’s. 
I left UMass in 1981, did my student teaching here in the city and got a job teaching 
at a boarding school in Pennsylvania. I taught there for four years. Basically that was my 
college boarding experience. I lived in a dormitory with kids for four years. I coached. It 
was quite cathartic for me because everything that would have terrified me just five or six 
years earlier I was now doing—standing up and teaching, coaching the swim team and 
helping out with the tennis team, which were the two sports that I could handle, and living 
in a dormitory in charge of sixty sophomore and junior boys. I felt like I was attacking 
some of those skeletons that I had carried around with me. 
I left the school in 1985 and moved to Long Island where I taught at a day school 
right outside of NYC. I stayed for one year. I wanted to get closer to New England, 
interviewed for some jobs but did not get them. I think I was looking for a connection with 
my parents that I missed. I left Long Island in Spring of 1986, moved back here, and 
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moved in with my parents and took a temporary job at the court house for three months. 
Then I went to work at the [newspaper] as their librarian and stayed for three and one half 
years. In January of 1990 the job of Latin teacher at [the high school] opened up, and I got 
the job, and I’ve been there ever since. 
I was very confident as a teacher. Socially, I was able to talk with people but I was 
reticent to share things about my life. I was deeply closeted in 1990 and had no inkling that 
I would ever come out. When I say closeted, I wouldn’t even admit to myself that I was 
gay, never mind being a part of the gay culture in any way. I was drinking-one key thing 
I left out was that I did drink a lot. I think I started in college. It was a way to numb the 
pain. I drank a lot, and I consider myself a recovering alcoholic now. I was living with 
my parents. I was not happy but afraid to admit that I was not happy. 
[My decision to be a teacher] was based on the wrong reasons. I think I really liked 
two women that I had for Latin teachers, and they were both single and neither of them 
ever married, and I think I saw them as role models. I think I saw them as safe. I wanted 
to be like them because sex was something that just scared me because all I could think of 
was heterosexual sex and I didn’t think any other options were a possibility. And these 
women in my mind didn’t have sex. It has turned out that I like teaching a lot. The 
personality that came out in class would shock my family because they thought of me as a 
quiet kind of guy. It’s like acting. It matched my abilities. 
I went through an emotional crisis. I think I was very near the edge. This went on 
for over a year. It was dark, dark depression, to the point where I’d never thought I had 
the guts to kill myself, but I wanted to be dead. The drinking didn’t help. I didn’t know 
what to do. I was still working at the newspaper part-time (which I still do) and a woman 
at the paper used to talk about her therapist all the time. I felt I could trust this woman so 
the day after Thanksgiving I walked up to her desk and said, “Could I speak with you a 
minute?” She looked up and I don’t know what I looked like but she jumped up and said, 
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Let me get my coat, and sort of took me by the arm into the parking lot where I started 
crying, mostly because I had someone who cared. I couldn’t tell her that I was gay but that 
is what I was really struggling with. I told her that I was very depressed and I needed help 
and could she recommend a therapist? 
I remember the first time I went to this therapist and walked in the door and sat 
down. He was a wonderful guy and asked me what the issues were and I just started 
crying, and I cried for almost the whole time, and finally I was able to tell him that I was 
gay. I don’t even think I used the word. [I was] thirty-three. I think I had all this stuff 
really bottled up and felt so much shame. So basically I worked with this therapist for 
three or four months. 
Just before I left for Spain for the summer, I read an article in the paper about a gay 
therapist who specialized in working with the coming out process. I took the article with 
me to Spain. I read it over and over again several times when I was there and made up my 
mind that when I returned I would call that therapist. I think I had already made up my 
mind that I wanted to know someone gay. I knew there were other gay people somewhere 
but I didn’t think that I was like them. I didn’t want to be like them. I thought they were 
kind of disgusting. I had an awful lot of shame inside. 
So I did call this guy the day after I got back from Spain and set up an appointment 
and worked with him for two or three years and he was incredible. I do still remember 
going to him and saying on the first day, “I don’t want to be gay and if you’re going to tell 
me that I need to get used to being gay and come around that way, then I don’t want to 
work with you.” 
I was going through all this stuff and maintaining my job teaching at the same time 
and having mini breakdowns. Somehow I got right to the edge and looked over and 
somehow was able not to go totally off the edge. Over the first year or two of working 
with the gay therapist things started changing quite a bit. All kinds of things came out in 
therapy. I thought being gay was my biggest problem, and then I came to realize that 
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wasn t a problem at all, and I liked being gay over time. I worked on my upbringing and 
my parents, all kind of things. So being gay ended up being a tremendous gift. It allowed 
me-it almost forced me-to examine myself, which I’m not sure I would have done if I had 
been straight and had not had to confront the whole coming out issue. 
I value differences a lot more than I ever did before. It’s really kind of an 
interesting thing to have been closeted all those years and to have identified basically with 
the heterosexual White male, the dominant power in the world, and then when I came out, 
be suddenly a minority. I’m White and I’m gay. Not only is that a minority but it’s one of 
the despised minorities in this country today. And I never have regretted doing it, but it 
was rather a fascinating experience. 
Since coming out I’ve had a few experiences where I’ve been harassed—but not at 
school—never at school. My partner and I were in Maine and we were verbally attacked by 
a group of teenagers. It was quite upsetting. There was never any fear of that happening 
when I was a straight, White male. I often talk with the kids now about forms of 
oppression and how everyone, if they live long enough, will eventually be a member of an 
oppressed group. The girls are already a member of an oppressed group just by their sex. 
Kids haven’t yet thought about it. 
I remember a friend of mine when I was in college, a woman friend who, one time 
when we were drinking, stopped me and tried to correct my laugh because she thought I 
laughed like a queer person. I remember being stunned because I knew I was gay but I 
thought that I was hiding it well. I will always remember that particular evening. It 
absolutely terrified me because I realized my facade wasn’t fool-proof, that there were little 
chinks in it that people could see through. 
I was just talking about this experience the other day [because] I met this woman [a 
different woman friend] for the first time in fifteen years at the memorial service for a 
professor [I had had]. But when I was in college, and again she and I were talking about 
something, I started laughing and this woman was none too subtle. She stopped laughing 
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and her jaw fell and she just stared at me, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. That 
was another scary experience for me. 
When I first started teaching at the school in Pennsylvania, I have two memories of 
kids asking me if I was gay, and I said, “No.” It was a really big deal when I came here 
and a kid asked me if I was gay, and when I had come out, I was able to say, “Yes.” It 
was very healing and exciting to be able to answer the question affirmatively and not lie. 
My therapist kept saying he had never seen anyone work quite so quickly because I went 
from being totally closeted (even almost to myself) and in an emotional crisis, to coming 
out at school and in the newspaper (they did an article about it) within two years. 
My life changed dramatically. I came out, started feeling really good about myself, 
bought this condominium (I always naively thought that I would stay with my parents), 
and moved out of my parents’, house which was a really difficult thing for me to do. Then 
I came out to them after I had established a safe place to live, just in case, and they ended 
up taking it fine. They weren’t excited over the news, but their reaction was a lot more 
positive than a lot of people received from their parents. I can’t imagine that they didn’t 
[have an idea]. They must have. It’s ironic, my parents have a summer home in Ogunquit, 
Maine and a winter home [here]. It was a perfect set-up for me! 
But they took it quite well. My father was deathly afraid of me being found out at 
school. He thought I would lose my job. I was even, at the time, thinking I can’t stay in 
the closet at school too much longer. Ironically the person who responded the least well 
was my sister who I was the closest to as a child. But my sister was going through a 
process of being born again. She is now a born again Christian and missionary in Brazil 
and is coming back to this country soon. And [she’s] a very conservative Christian, 
Christian right all the way, and very opposed to homosexuality. Basically we have lost 
each other as brother and sister. 
To go back one step, as I started seeing other men, a dating kind of thing, I didn’t 
really do too much. I met a lot of gay people. I joined Venture Out, which is a gay 
137 
outdoor club. I went to contra dances. And the whole gay world opened up to me and 
suddenly I realized it was huge. There were gay people all over the place. I met my 
partner of three years and that has been nothing but wonderful, just incredible. 
After I had gone through therapy and was accepting myself personally, I decided 
that I couldn't stay in the closet for too much longer at school, so I made a conscious 
decision. I decided that I would be just really honest about my life. I was going 
downtown with my gay friends and meeting students and I just decided I wasn’t going to 
try to pretend to be straight anymore. But, to push things along, I went out and bought a 
pink triangle and I put it on my car knowing that sooner or later someone would see it. It 
was only a week or so later. I was driving through town and I passed a few girls in my 
class and one of them must have turned to watch me go by because I could see in my rear 
view mirror, they were all just standing there with there jaws hanging down. It was really 
quite funny, but scary at the same time. So I thought they had figured it out. 
One of those girls came into school the next day and said to me, “Can I ask you a 
personal question?” And I told her “Yes,” and I figured this was it, and my heart was 
pounding and she looked really uncomfortable. Finally she said, “Did you buy your car 
new or used?” Not the question I was expecting but 1 knew what she was driving at and I 
said, “Used,” because I had bought it used. That didn’t answer her question because she 
wanted to know if the bumper sticker had been on the car when I bought it. Then she 
asked, “Are there any bumper stickers on your car?” And I said, “Yes.” She asked, “Were 
there bumper stickers on your car when you bought it?” And I said, “No.” That sort of 
answered the question for her. Then she left. So it was clear to me that she understood. 
A week or two later there was a knock at my door and a group of kids, four or five 
seniors, were standing outside my door. These were kids that really liked me but I no 
longer taught them. They said they had a question they wanted to ask me but I was in the 
middle of teaching class and I asked them to come back. They didn’t come back but after 
school one of the boys and a girl came. In the whole conversation we didn’t use the word 
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“gay.” I can’t remember how they started out, but they essentially asked me if I was “that 
way” or something and I said, “Yes,” and the girl said something like, “That’s okay. I’ve 
always respected everyone’s differences.” And the boy was an interesting case because I 
had thought he was struggling with the issue himself even though he was a star football 
player and very macho looking. That whole conversation took place and I came out to 
them and again the word wasn’t spoken, but I remember being really nervous and kind of 
frightened. 
That was on a Friday afternoon and all weekend I thought about it and was worried 
about it and thought I would come in on Monday and the walls would fall down and that 
kids would be refusing to come into my classroom or there would be something written 
across the door. And nothing happened. Everything went on completely normally. In one 
class I did hear some kids whispering, and I think that is what they were whispering about 
but nothing was said outright. 
One day I was talking with a senior girl who I had a very close relationship with 
and she said, “Well, no one really cares, it’s like not a big deal.” So that was kind of a 
revelation to me. After that I did have conversations in my class. I think it was about gay 
pride time and somehow the topic came up or somehow I made it come up in all of my 
classes and we talked about tolerance. And the kids would always come in and say, “Did 
you go to the gay pride march?” or something like that. In the past that question really 
scared me and at that particular moment I was happy to be able to say, “Yes,” and I did 
march. 
So coming out at school was a difficult thing to do but it was easy after I did it. I 
mean, I really received very little negative feedback. I think one kid told me she had seen 
something written on a desk in study hall, something negative about my being gay, and that 
was it. I never heard anything, and that was three years ago, and to this day there’s been 
nothing negative at all, and I think a lot of positive stuff from it. 
139 
After I came out I had kids coming up to me and saying it was a really important 
thing to do. I had kids thank me for doing it. Then the paper did an article on gay issues at 
the high school about the time the Safe Schools Task Force was starting up and in that 
article they had mentioned that I had recently come out to my classes. So then it was like 
official. Then several parents called me up and thanked me. I met a mother on Main St. 
and she said she thought it was the bravest thing anyone at the high school had done. I 
received dozens of letters in support from old students, alumni I never met, older people, 
former teachers. A teacher that I had in 7th grade came out to me in his letter saying that he 
wished he had been able to do that when he was a teacher. Three parents came out to me. 
It was an incredible experience. 
I wasn’t involved in the Safe Schools at the state level but I became aware that it 
existed and basically went to the Director of Health (this was even before I came out I 
think), and told her about this program. She said we had received mailings about that but 
basically it wasn’t anything she immediately jumped to. I just kind of pushed her and she 
was not opposed to starting a committee, so we did. This was three years ago. We had a 
lot of interest right away from the adults. There were only adults the first year and there 
might have been a couple of students who just sat in on meetings. But we had perhaps 
thirty people at any particular meeting and we opened it up to the school system so we had 
middle school and elementary. That is how we got started, and through that we decided 
one of the first things we should do is start a Gay-Straight Alliance, so we planned for that 
to begin in September of the next year. 
There were a couple of kids who started coming to the adult meetings and one of 
them was quite strong and was interested in being a student leader so I think we just started 
advertising meetings and we had a phenomenal turn out. We had forty people at the first 
meeting and various kids stepped forth and it became clear that they would be the leaders. 
At an average meeting we get a lot fewer kids but we have ten or fifteen. We have had 
trouble with the Alliance just because the kids who are sort of the leaders now are just so 
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busy with so many other things that their energy is in too many directions, so we haven’t 
really accomplished what I would like to see us accomplish. But we meet every couple of 
weeks. 
I would say [the Alliance] is predominately straight. I don’t know because one of 
the rules is you don’t divulge your sexuality. This is a recommendation by the state. You 
make that rule so that straight kids don’t introduce themselves as, “I’m straight but I feel 
very strongly,” because that puts pressure on the gay kid sitting next to him to either lie and 
say he’s straight or come out and we don’t want to put pressure on anyone to come out. 
Over time I’ve gotten to know a fair number of them to be gay or lesbian. Information 
from the state indicates that on average the majority of kids that go to Gay-Straight Alliance 
meetings are straight and they are just socially concerned kids. A lot of the gay kids in the 
school wouldn’t go near a Gay-Straight Alliance because it’s so threatening to them. They 
don’t want to be associated. It’s too close to home so the gay kids that you do get are very 
strong and have already made some acceptance inside themselves. They’ve started going 
through the process already. Whereas, many, many gay kids in the school are nowhere 
near accepting themselves yet. 
At this point the Gay-Straight Alliance is basically [the only component of the Safe 
Schools Program], which is a little discouraging to me. The Safe Schools Task Force did 
not even meet once this year and I kept putting a little bit of pressure on the Director of 
Health and she was busy with other things. Now it’s too late but hopefully it will start up 
again. We had a little sub-committee to address curriculum but we considered that a fairly 
advanced step. Before that we needed to have a faculty training, which we did have some 
training from an “out” teacher in Cambridge who has appeared on the Larry King Show. 
He's been very active in this area. He came and did a workshop for the faculty which was 
quite positively received. All the faculty went. A few people refused to go but 98% of the 
teachers went, and even some who didn’t want to go, left saying, “Wow, that is pretty 
mind blowing what kids have to go through.” There is a strong support for this issue. 
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Then we wanted to have student training in the sense of maybe an assembly or something 
along that line. That we’ve never done and that really is the next step. 
Things have changed dramatically since the Safe Schools Program. I think it gave 
permission to gay teachers to come out. There was support there. I have to remind myself 
that simply being an out teacher is probably the most powerful thing I can do rather than 
stand up in meetings and talk and talk. I think on an everyday basis working with kids and 
being able to be who I am is ultimately the most important thing. 
I was aware that a lot of kids changed when they found out that I was gay. They 
went from being homophobic, at least on the outside, to being tolerant at least on the 
outside, which I thought was an important change. I can remember kids making 
homophobic comments only months before I came out and those kids being really strong 
supporters right after I came out. Kids are basically decent human beings and there is a lot 
of pressure on that age group to be homophobic. But what I think the Safe Schools 
Program and teachers coming out has done is given kids who are basically decent inside an 
excuse for not being homophobic, for not going with the crowd, because suddenly there 
are people standing up and saying it’s not right. That has never happened before. 
I would hear homophobic comments in my classroom five years ago and ignore 
them. One of the most painful things in my memory that I think I will always hold is, in 
my very first year of teaching in Pennsylvania, there were two boys in the dorm and there 
were rumors going around that they were gay. They were teased about that and I just 
looked the other way. I didn’t get involved in that issue and I feel very badly about that 
now. But I think that was the norm for a lot of adults. Gay teachers didn’t want to get 
involved and straight teachers may have shared those feelings. So those kids were isolated 
and they were picked on pretty much the whole year and it was something that everyone 
ignored. But I think there might have always been kids who felt that was not a good thing 
to do and now there are adults standing up saying that is not a good thing to do. We talk 
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about role models, people need role models of tolerance—people who are tolerant, to follow 
their lead. 
It may not be happening to the extent that I would like to see it, but things are 
better. First of all the issue is talked about more openly. The announcement for the Gay- 
Straight Alliance meetings are made over the intercom and the first year there was 
snickering and sneering in homeroom when the announcement was made but now no one 
bats an eye. You hear it all the time and it becomes common. And having a gay teacher is 
no longer a big deal for most kids, even though there are kids who are opposed to 
homosexuality. They do talk about it a bit in health class and psychology class, so even 
though we’re not as progressive as I would like to be, we are a lot more progressive than 
we were five years ago. So kids are definitely getting the message. If the Gay-Straight 
Alliance is a school condoned group, which it is, then it’s clear to these kids that the school 
supports it. 
This school is a safer place than a lot of schools. But there is only one out gay boy 
that I know of and four or five girls and there are a hell of a lot more gay kids at school, so 
if it were a truly safe place then everyone could be who they are. We are years away from 
that place, if ever. But of course these kids are fifteen and sixteen years old, and they grew 
up mostly before the city started doing anything about it, so they are still carrying the old 
baggage. Of course your family’s attitude makes a huge difference. So I wouldn’t call the 
high school a truly safe place. I would call it a safer place than many high schools. 
The kids that are out get hassled a little bit. The boy gets hassled more than the 
girls. I don’t know whether it’s because the city has a lesbian reputation or people have 
more difficulty with males or what. The boy is a very strong personality. He is quite 
popular and he’s very theatrical. He is the star of several school productions. But the 
football jocks will walk behind him in the hallway and make comments. He is very strong. 
He will report on these at the Gay-Straight Alliance meetings and he is very comical about 
it. But the girls, there’s some whispering about them, but they are also fairly strong. The 
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strong kids are able to deal with it but it’s all those dozens and dozens of kids who are not 
strong who are still scared. 
We are progressing but we are not at the truly safe place. I put up one of those pink 
triangles, the stickers from DOE and the principal made me take it down. This was 
probably about two years ago. He said it was inappropriate to have up at school. It was 
shortly after I came out. It was ignorance on his part because he thought by putting that 
safe zone sticker on my door that I was making a statement about my own sexuality, which 
is not what those stickers are about at all. Those stickers say that this is a place that all 
people can feel safe, and they should be all over the school. I argued that point and he 
didn’t want to hear it. He said even if that’s the case, just having them up on one teacher’s 
door implies that the teacher next door who doesn’t have one up is homophobic and 
bigoted. I said I could get a whole bunch of them and spread them around the school and 
at that point the conversation was over with and he didn’t want to hear it. He hasn’t been a 
strong supporter of the program. 
I think I said the last time that I feel that being gay ultimately has turned out to be 
the best thing that has ever happened to me because it forced me to examine myself and my 
life. Coming out at school and being out on a daily basis is the most important thing I 
could do. There is nothing that I could do [that is] more valuable in the worldwide fight 
against homophobia than to come out at school. I come into contact with hundreds of 
students every year who know that I am gay and who like me and finally have a role 
model. Whether they are gay or straight, they have an openly gay adult role model in a 
responsible position, whom they like, and that's definitely the best thing I could do. But 
it’s hard. I am shy and gentle and vulnerable. I don’t consider myself an activist. I think 
[coming out] has to do with where you are with your own inner strength. 
Kids appreciate honesty from teachers more than anything. My relationship with 
students, I think, improved tremendously when I came out because I no longer had 
anything to hide. When you have to put so much time and energy into hiding who you are, 
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that’s very exhausting, and at some level people can always tell that the total honesty isn’t 
there. I think they respect me a lot more because I am honest about who I am. 
A column written by a woman said, “The most important gay pride march that has 
ever taken place is the one that happens every single day of the year when gay people, one 
by one, step out of the closet.” That has always struck me as being absolutely true. 
Carlos 
(Carlos is a twenty-nine year old Hispanic male who is a first grade teacher at an 
urban K-8 school. He is not active in his school’s Safe Schools Program but has been 
active with the program at the state level.) 
I moved to Massachusetts from Puerto Rico when I was twelve. My first 
recollections of being gay-not being gay per se, but starting to recognize that I was a gay 
man—were maybe when I was five or six. I found myself to be extremely feminine and my 
peers in school pointed that out to me but I didn’t know what it meant. I thought that 
because I grew up with my sisters—I’m the youngest one in my home-that might have had 
something to do with it. My family is a family of eleven children and I was the youngest. 
I had three sisters that really brought me up. I never really had anything to do with my 
older brothers because they were a lot older. So that was basically how I began to notice 
that I was different. 
The kids would make fun of me and call me “girl” because I talked funny. When I 
was fourteen I recall I was coming from D_Street. There was a church at the comer of 
D_Street. Growing up with the kids calling me names, I started to become very 
withdrawn and I recall when I was fourteen, I was coming from church one evening, it 
was about seven o’clock at night and it might have been early Fall, and I was just thinking 
about it. And I said [to myself], “All these feelings that I have, really, I think I’m gay.” 
And that’s when it hit me that everything that I had realized about myself was everything I 
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was brought up to be against. I was brought up to hate gays. I was told that you could be 
a murderer, you could be a rapist, you could be a drug addict and all that was better than 
being gay. So it really became a shock. 
Now that I think about it, in learning about myself there was a point that I thought 
that the feelings I had about men were because I wanted to be a woman. I couldn’t be a 
man having feelings for a man. I had to be a woman to have feelings for a man. That’s 
why I was kind of confused and thought I wanted to be a woman. When I learned more 
about being gay I said, “No, I don’t want to be a woman. I’m a gay man. This is what 
being gay is all about.” I became very withdrawn and I was just battling with myself. And 
then when I realized that what I really wanted to do was like men and still be a man then it 
all started making sense. 
Making sense, but not accepting it. I didn’t want to be gay. I liked the feeling of 
liking somebody else but I did not want and could not accept the fact that I had a tag, I had 
a name, because that name was just so awful to me. It became a real struggle. I attempted 
suicide three times (I’m glad I wasn’t successful), not so much because I couldn’t accept 
myself, but mostly because I was already so withdrawn that I didn’t have friends and I 
didn’t have a sweetheart and that to me was a lot harder. The part of being alone and not 
having a boyfriend, not having friends to go out with, that’s [why] I really wanted to do 
away with my life. 
I finally spoke to my best friend from high school and she brought me to a 
counselor and he told me it’s perfectly natural. After that I said, “OK, I think I’ll give it a 
try, and start pursuing this road.” And soon after that I found out that my brother before 
me was gay too, which really made me angry because the more I learned about his lifestyle, 
I knew he was healthier about being gay, and I resented him for not coming out to me and 
helping me out with my situation. It would have saved me a lot of aggravation and pain. 
When I look at it now, what’s done is done. You can’t go back. 
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When I was nineteen I went to the University of Massachusetts for my 
undergraduate work. The only reason I went to college was because I knew that as a 
homosexual, my self-esteem was so low, I never thought that I could do anything for 
myself. I didn’t think I could have a good job or have good relationships. I didn’t think 
that I could even get out of my house and I thought that maybe if I went to college it would 
do something for me. And I didn’t think I was going to get into a college because with my 
struggle in high school, my grades dropped so low I didn’t think I’d be accepted. 
When I went to UMass I realized I should seek counseling because I thought that I 
was doing damage to myself by holding so many things in and I was starting to feel sick. I 
thought I was going to get an ulcer. And everything just kind of opened up with learning 
about myself and learning about issues and society. It was like a whole new development 
for me—learning to be gay—learning to be a gay Hispanic in society. It was like the civil 
rights movement in my life. And I learned at that point, I was nineteen and it was April 4, 
1986, that I looked at myself in the mirror and I said, “I need to really stop something in 
my life,” and I became an atheist because I realized that what was keeping me behind was 
the belief of religion. Everything I was taught to hate came from that, and it was a very 
religious, a very Catholic doctrine. I learned to really resent it. And it has come to a point 
where I have learned to respect religion for what it is, but I really wish to stand aside from 
it and have nothing to do with it-anything that has to do with God or a Saint. And I feel 
content, I feel very happy, and I don’t feel there is anything missing in my life. I feel good 
about myself. I think I’ve made peace, but I think I still have a lot to recover because of 
those beginning years when I became so withdrawn. It’s very difficult for me to be in 
relationships or be social. Being withdrawn just kept me away from a lot of things. 
High school was hell. I really hated high school. Especially now that I’m a teacher 
and I’m grown up and I’m beginning to speak for Safe Schools, I really bring that up and I 
say to teachers, “Not only did I have to struggle for being a Hispanic male because most 
teachers do not support bilingual programs, and I was that Hispanic kid that could not 
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speak English, and had to deal with those issues, but I was also the gay student. Two 
things were on top of me that were really pushing me down.” I bring that up a lot. It could 
be a Black child, it could be a Chinese child who had those pressures of being a minority 
and also being gay or lesbian. It’s a lot to put upon a child. I’m not being accepted on 
both ends. 
I can consider myself pretty lucky because I think that the biggest threat in my life 
was myself not being able to accept myself for who I was. As I’ve gone through 
workshops, I’m beginning to meet a lot of youngsters who have a healthier upbringing as 
gay or lesbian. To them it’s, “OK, I’m gay. I have feelings for this person. OK, let’s 
move on.” To me it was the not wanting to be. I didn't want to be this. I think I was my 
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own threat. I’ve had the casual name-calling or being made fun of or having people talk 
behind my back, but I would have that again before being beaten up like some people have 
been. I was never harmed physically. 
In a sense I say I was my own threat, but I’m kind of glad that I kept it to myself. 
When I did open up to my parents—on June 28, 1989, while having dinner, it was a 
Friday, too, my fourth year at U Mass—I told my parents because of a rumor that was going 
around. My mother got very upset and it came to my having to move out. Now I think if 
that had happened at an earlier age, I don’t think I would be here right now. In that respect 
I consider myself having done the right thing in waiting. If I had told them back when I 
didn’t know anything and I couldn’t accept myself, not only would I not have the support 
from my parents but I didn’t even have the support from myself. The way I look at it now, 
it’s not whether my mother or father get over it or not. I don’t think they will ever be 
comfortable. To me what matters is that I accept myself. 
At UMass they had the LGBA, but I didn’t really feel comfortable. I went to a lot 
of their meetings and a lot of their parties and I just did not feel comfortable or welcomed. 
And maybe it was just my negativity back then or maybe I just was not very open or social, 
but it was just not my kind of group. A lot of the gay kids that were there were Anglo, and 
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I kind of wanted to be with my Hispanic group, and there were not that many gay 
Hispanics. It was kind of a clash of culture. I did support them. I tried to be as open as I 
could, but I was always watching my back to see who knows or who’s talking about me. 
Now I’m very open at work. I can’t say that I stood in front of the staff and said 
I m gay, but while I m sitting at lunch with the people I eat with I talk about being gay and 
a lot of people come up to me and say, “Oh do you have a girlfriend?” and I say, “No, I’m 
gay. ’ I’m not this kind of person who leads anyone on. I’m straight forward with people 
from the very beginning. I started coming out to my friends but I was very careful to 
whom I said I was gay. 
Our school system did get the Safe Schools Program and I really wanted to be a 
part of it. The only reason I chose not to do it in my school was because I’m in real turmoil 
with my principal. I’ve opted out and I refuse to do anything for the school. I told the 
head of the Safe Schools, “I will attend your meetings, I am glad to provide feedback but I 
really don’t want anything to do with this school.” I regret it because I wanted to do 
something with the grant. 
[One thing has] been a big disappointment. I was a student once a long time ago 
sitting in these same classrooms, and those teachers are still there that were once my 
teachers. Now I’m finding out that after all this time they’re closeted homosexuals and it 
angers me that I used to look up to them. They were my role models. Yet when I needed 
them when I was a gay student, they weren’t there. 
I think we live in a society that has not yet defined itself on where it stands [on gay 
and lesbian issues]. It took years to define where we stand on slavery. Nowadays you say 
it's not OK to say “nigger.” You’ll be punished very heavily for it. And a lot of people 
may think it and a lot of people may feel it, but they will not say it because they know that 
they will be punished. We have not defined ourselves, and we are in the beginning process 
of trying to decide where we stand on the issue of homosexuality. And until we do, a lot 
of people just have fear. We talk about homophobia from the sense of the heterosexual, 
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but I think homosexuals are very homophobic. They fear being gay. They fear people 
knowing about who they are and they want to hide all that. I think that’s because of self¬ 
esteem. For me it was self-esteem and until I felt good about myself, I was that way. 
I think now I am more open than when I first started teaching. I think now I make 
it a point to defend gay rights and to talk about homosexuality in the classroom. I don’t tell 
my kids parents that I’m gay, but they kind of know. I do let kids know so I can break 
the stereotypes within my kids. A lot of them will talk about homosexuality and faggot this 
and faggot that and I try to deal with that issue. And when I talk about families I will ask, 
“What if you have two daddies or two mommies?” And I talk about stereotypes like what 
happens if mommy goes out and works and daddy stays home and does the cooking 
because I know that all those things start from when the kids are little. This gets them 
going and gets them thinking. Some of them think that it can’t be that way but you have 
other kids who think, “Wow, wait a second, my mom works and my dad cooks,” and 
they’re like, “Oh, really, [it’s OK to do that]!” The kids have the stereotypes already. 
Last year two of my kids were best buddies, and they were always together, and 
one of them had an accident and was home for a few days and then he came back to school. 
When his buddy saw him, he was so happy he gave him a hug and the mom said, “Keep 
those male kids away from my kid. I don’t want him to grow up to be gay.” I thought, 
“OK.” I didn’t say anything. I wish I did. I was like, “Do I punch her or do I say 
something?” I thought, “This woman is so ignorant.” 
A lot of the kids—I can tell if they are going to have homosexual tendencies. I recall 
working in one particular school district in California and I was long-term subbing for a 
third grade class. There was this boy who was very effeminate. This past February I was 
doing my practicum as an administrator and there was a young girl who I could tell was 
going to grow up to be a lesbian. I felt really bad because the kids were always picking on 
the boy especially because he was a guy, versus the girl-nobody would pick on her. And 
I always noticed that if it was a girl, most of the kids would never pick on her-maybe at an 
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older age but at a younger age they don’t. But this boy was very fragile and the kids 
always picked on him, and I was the only one who ever stood up for him. I felt so bad 
because I knew that the minute I left, it was going to be the same old thing for him again. I 
wish someone had been there to do the same thing for me. I remember and I just felt so 
bad for this poor kid. 
Prior to the Safe Schools program I became involved with the NEA’s gay and 
lesbian association. They have a gay and lesbian caucus, which I think is stationed in San 
Francisco, and they try to work through the NEA to pass policies. Basically, homophobia 
is not just here close to home but it is at the highest educational peak, so the gay and lesbian 
caucus tried to enact laws that will make education about gays and lesbians part of the 
curriculum. It is very difficult because even the NEA, which is supposed to support 
teachers and the students, is very homophobic. The last president always mentioned gay 
and lesbian rights in every issue, so I thought we were making headway. We had not done 
much but at least gay and lesbian issues were being mentioned. It was a nice thing and 
actually the fact of just going there and listening to what other people from other states had 
to say about their issues, about their lifestyles, just makes us say, “Wow, we’re really 
lucky.” 
I also became an active member of a committee for gay and lesbian rights for 
teachers through the MTA. It was the first year that that was done and it still is going. 
What we tried to concentrate on was a law to protect teachers at the MTA level. Our goal 
was to get every single school district to adopt the language into their contracts for teachers, 
which is something our school system hasn’t done. I brought this up to our current 
president, but I am only one voice, and I don’t think a lot of people have actually said much 
of anything. I have voiced this a lot because of the Safe Schools Program. We cannot 
expect teachers to do all the work especially when they are not getting the support from the 
administrators. If teachers are going to be the ones out there putting their necks on the line. 
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we better have, I mean we do have the law to protect us, but it would be nice if it was also 
in our teachers’ contract. 
I know the NBA also offers a workshop every year that is given in Washington, 
DC, and it’s on providing a safe environment for gay and lesbian students. I went to it. I 
thought it was a wonderful training. They are paying for the plane tickets, they are paying 
for the hotel, they are paying for your meals, and they require two people from every state 
to go and every year it’s amazing the amount of people who won’t go. It’s even more 
amazing, the fact that our MTA leaders are not allowing the gay and lesbian teachers to go. 
They ask, “Do you want to go to this workshop?” The announcement comes and they just 
put it aside. I knew about it because I was a member of the committee for the MTA 
teachers’ civil rights. I was asked to go. But even so, it’s still amazing, with the amount 
of people, they don’t get a great attendance. There are a lot of gay and lesbian people who 
are afraid to go, or, I recall one guy who asked his MTA director if he could go to this 
conference and the MTA director said, “Yes, yes, I’ll let you go,” and then the director 
never submitted the name, period. I would assume that people do want to go, but I think 
it’s the fact that a lot people just don’t want to deal with that issue yet. 
At our school the Safe Schools Program was given to the PE department because 
they teach health. Basically the PE teacher said, “Is there anybody who wants to take care 
of this?” And that was the end of it. In less than maybe two seconds she introduced it. As 
I said, I was not going to deal with it. When they decided to do the Safe Schools Program 
conference, which was in March or February, I attended because I was doing a practicum 
in another school, and I really wanted to go and the person who supervised me at the time 
said to go ahead. 
They are going the wrong way about it. First of all our superintendent is expecting 
teachers to take on another load. It is fine that we, as the teachers, have the final 
responsibility to create the safe environment but if the administrators are not there from the 
very beginning, if they are not required to attend these meetings and to set up the ground 
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work, nothing is going to get done. They don’t care. They don’t want to deal with it 
because it is an issue they feel very uncomfortable with regardless of their prejudice. 
Another issue is that we have somebody in the staff development program who is very 
homophobic. I know because I have confronted that person twice already, and they have 
given me very homophobic feedback. I asked one time if I could do a workshop and she 
said, “I’m not going to have you going around talking about gay and lesbian issues, 
period,” and that was the end of it. The second time it dealt with the workshop that I was 
supposed to do. From the very beginning she denied grant money for this type of 
workshop. And the only way the high school got this money was because the principal 
called the superintendent, and the superintendent approved it. 
I think our school has far too many problems to be dealing with this kind of issue 
right now, and until it gets back together, nothing is going to happen. They are not going 
to be able to do anything. Teachers feel unsafe, students feel unsafe, never mind dealing 
with gay and lesbian issues. In general, the culture of our school is really down the drain. 
This year we have 25 people asking for transfers. So you can imagine the students who 
are there now who may be gay or lesbian, what they are going through. Even the students 
who are not gay or lesbian are going through just a difficult time in general. 
It’s not even safe for teachers so you know teachers don’t want to deal with it. And 
the fact of the matter is that there are some gay and lesbian teachers in that school that I 
know of, and they are having a difficult time because we don’t have any policy regarding 
Safe Schools and a policy about discipline. It’s really alarming because there have been 
quite a few incidents already that I know of-some teachers being called “faggot”— and the 
teachers have confronted the students and they just get laughed at and there's nothing being 
done. It is against the law and there's just no respect. It’s a really ugly situation. 
A lot of the kids know I am effeminate and they call me a faggot. Students or 
people in general wait until your back is turned or you’re way ahead to call you a name. 
They wouldn’t dare go up to you straight in your face and call you “faggot” or “you, 
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dyke. And the fact of the matter is they say it, but they have no idea what it means. They 
know that it deals with femininity but they don’t know all the issues about being gay or 
lesbian. When I’m teaching I talk to my children about not saying the word “faggot” in the 
classroom, and when they use it, I say that it’s not a good word and it’s not used in our 
class. I m very strict and they respect it. Sometimes I ask them, “Do you know what 
‘faggot’ means? Do you know what it means to be gay?” And they’re like, “Well, being 
gay is the men who wear the women’s clothes.” We kind of get into conversations and we 
deal with the issue and they come to an understanding, but it’s not a big deal to them. 
Particularly because of their age [early elementary school], they don’t know much. They 
haven’t really a lot of experience so it’s like, “OK, no big deal,” and they go on. I know 
the older kids kind of have set up certain standards about men and women and the way they 
should act and they feel more strongly about that. 
When I was doing my practicum my administrator was a very open-minded person, 
well she still is, and she would bring up Safe Schools and dealing with gay and lesbian 
students but nobody would say anything else. It was like nobody would even comment 
about this issue. I think that unless they get a set policy in writing in this school district, 
we will have parents who are going to say, “No, no, no, we can’t have this. I’m paying 
my taxes, blah, blah, blah, I’m pulling out my kid. It’s not going to happen.” I don’t 
think school principals and even the superintendent are willing to have anything in writing 
yet about, “Your child will be suspended for calling someone else a faggot or harassing 
anyone who is gay.” Unless that happens to their child, the parent is not going to make a 
big deal about it. I think it will be a long time before the schools actually have a set policy. 
There is also the issue that a lot of parents think that when you talk about 
homosexuality you’re talking about sex and when you talk about homosexuality they think 
you are trying to convert their child. But you can’t make someone gay. I know of many 
gay families who have children and their children are not gay. It is kind of funny that 
people think just because you’re a gay parent, your child is growing up to be gay because 
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there are a lot of straight families and their children grow up to be gay. They don’t see it 
that way. 
Something happened with the people that I usually have lunch with. They were 
expressing prejudices against men who were too feminine. To them, gay is OK, but too 
feminine is not. I said, “That's part of our culture. There's some men that are feminine, 
and if you’re going to be biased against certain things, then you are just being a total 
hypocrite. You either accept everybody or you don’t. You can’t say that if you’re a very 
feminine homosexual then you are not accepted. You’re not the right type of homosexual.” 
They’re still in that frame of mind that to be accepted into our society you have to act a 
certain way. You can be gay but just act straight. 
I’ve done one workshop and I’ve spoken extensively about gay and lesbian issues 
and I try to be as much involved as I can. Some people go home and they’re still with their 
own ideas, stereotypes and prejudice and it doesn’t change them. Some people don’t want 
to be known as being gay friendly because if you’re gay friendly then that means you’re 
gay too. Some people, unless they are in those shoes, it is very difficult for them to 
change. 
There are always those minorities who are oppressed, and if for some reason [one 
of them] gains acceptance from the majority, they tend to discriminate against their other 
minority members so the majority will accept them as an equal, and that’s the way I see it. 
The fact of the matter is, I am always the minority at every level, and whenever I have the 
point to move into a power group, I am always speaking for the minority rights, and there 
is always that clash. 
I am asking for a transfer and I hope that whatever school I am going to will have 
the Safe Schools. I know that I will be part of it regardless of whether I’m on the 
committee. I will try to have as much input as I can, and I do hope that the administrator 
will be supportive of it. 
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We re in a position to go into the communications age so I think this is the right 
time for us and I think that we have a lot of people. The good thing about homosexuality is 
that it doesn t discriminate, so it could be that politician, it could be that doctor, it could be 
that attorney, it could be anybody, and we have some good people out there who are 
willing to defend gay and lesbian rights. I don’t think civil rights for gay men and lesbians 
is a dead end issue, and these are the years, and it’s going to happen just like it happened 
for language minority students, just like it happened for Black students to be [integrated 
with] Whites in schools, and it will happen. 
Keri 
(Keri is a forty-one year old White female who is a health coordinator for a 
suburban school system. She is very active in the Safe Schools Program, including being 
a co-advisor for the Gay-Straight Alliance. She helped establish the Safe Schools Program 
for her school system.) 
I was bom in Connecticut. I am the oldest of four children. I have a sister and two 
brothers. I have what they call a traditional family. My mother and father have been 
together for forty-something years now. We moved quite a bit when I was a child because 
my father was always getting a better position. He is an educator, too. He was a teacher, 
he was an administrator, and an assistant superintendent before he retired. Actually he 
started teaching two years when I came along. As he got different types of jobs, we moved 
and moved until he became a vice-principal and principal and then assistant superintendent. 
I went to one school in kindergarten, a different school in first grade, a different 
school in second grade, a different school in third grade, fourth through sixth I managed to 
stay at one school, a different school for seventh and eighth, a different school for nine and 
ten, then another for eleven and twelve. I went to Westfield State College for my 
undergraduate degree and was going to transfer to Bridgewater and said, “What am I doing 
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to myself, and decided to stay at Westfield. So college was the longest time I ever went to 
one school. 
As I was growing up I was very athletic. I think at a very young age I realized I 
was a little bit different from most of my friends. And the fact that I knew I didn’t—I mean 
I liked guys as friends and stuff but, I knew it wasn’t the same type of thing my girlfriends 
were talking about. I just didn’t relate to that in any way. 
I always had to get new friends all the time. I seemed to be able to get a lot of 
acquaintances. I don’t think I ever really had true friends until I was older. Moving 
around that much, I don’t have a childhood friend. I wasn’t in one place long enough to 
establish a friendship. 
Probably at about ten or eleven years old, 3rd or 4th grade, before middle school [I 
realized I was different]. I didn’t know what it was until middle school. I think because I 
was athletic, no one really made fun of me. Actually I was admired by a lot of the other 
girls and the boys. I was one of the first people picked for a lot of the teams. They were 
just very happy with my athletic prowess. I think it is more acceptable to be a tomboy than 
it is to be a feminine man. It’s a tomboy stage; all girls go through it; they’ll grow out of it. 
It didn’t go away. I didn’t really act on it until I was in college, but I always knew. 
[In high school] I hung around with a lot of other athletes, basically, and come to 
find out years later, half of them were lesbians, too. A lot of them tried different sexual 
partners when they were experimenting to see if they were lesbian or heterosexual. I just 
never had the desire. I guess I never worried about it. I knew who I was and I was 
comfortable with it and I didn’t have to relate to trying to be heterosexual. I guess I had too 
many other things to worry about. 
In college I majored in Health and Physical Education. Very stereotypical. I didn’t 
know it at the time. [Westfield] was a real good place for me. It was small enough so I 
had individual attention because I have a written expressive language disability. I could 
play three sports there which was where my focus was-that and the studies. Once I 
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decided I was going to be a physical educator in seventh grade, everything I did was geared 
toward that. It may have influenced me to be a teacher because my father was a teacher. I 
am a fourth generation educator. My great aunt was an English teacher and my father was 
a business education teacher as well as a principal. 
I started my teaching career at a private school—an all-boys’ [residential] school for 
learning disabilities. Being at a residential, all-boys’ school, there’s really not a lot of time 
to socialize except with the people that are there. For me, it just happened that my second 
year there they roomed me with another woman that ended up being my lover for four 
years. It worked out pretty well. Nobody at the residential school knew or nobody said 
anything. People tell me now that it’s pretty hard to tell that you’re not a lesbian, Keri. I 
thought I was pretty cool and that no one knew. I could say that K_ and I went to the 
movies because K_was my roommate. When we got back to our room no one really 
cared nor did they ask. I was a little nervous that my mother, who also worked there, 
might find out. She was the educational secretary, but she went home at night and during 
the day I taught. I did that for six years. 
There was a breakup which devastated me because I never knew it was coming. 
K_was ten years older. She went home to Puerto Rico where her parents were and sent 
a message that she wasn’t coming back. There weren’t any fights up to now so I was 
devastated. She never came back and I never went to find her. She sent a letter saying, 
“Please send my things to this address. Don’t call and don’t try to find me.” And that was 
my first long term relationship and that ended. 
Then I got a job in a public school in the most homophobic, redneck place you ever 
want to be. I was already devastated from the relationship so I basically just put myself 
into my work and didn’t really care to socialize with anybody. When people asked me 
what I did for the weekend I told them what I did because it didn’t have to do with any 
relationship. I was teaching elementary physical education. I coached at the high school 
level. I think I didn’t have a social life because I was basically in mourning. It didn’t 
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really bother me that everybody was homophobic around me. I lived by myself but my 
family was eleven miles away. At this point my family didn’t know I had been with 
women. I’m still not sure all my siblings know but most of them do and the rest of them 
have guessed. You can’t go and buy a house with a woman without them thinking, “Well, 
maybe.” 
I didn’t have much time and I didn’t miss, or at least I didn’t think I missed 
socializing with gay and lesbian people. I basically socialized with straight people. I was 
still in my twenties then. From twenty-seven to thirty-six [years of age] I was teaching in 
the same town. The last 2 and 1/2 years I was there I started to wake up and say, “What 
are you doing to your life, Keri?” I actually moved to this city while I was still teaching 
there. It was a long commute but I started realizing that I was missing something. It was 
time to move on and to get back into the swing of things and to be who I really was. I met 
my partner during that time. 
During this time period I was also becoming big in the teachers’ union. The 
president of the MTA worked in my school system. She got me involved in the politics of 
the union for my school system. I was the President of the teachers’ association for 6 
years. I also was on the Board of Directors of the MTA for seven years. I had friends on 
the board who were lesbian and gay so I did socialize some with lesbian and gay people but 
they were basically big-wig type people, not school teachers. I did look forward to those 
meetings to talk to, and to be with them. 
I was not out at school at all. In fact I wasn’t even out in the union at the upper 
level until a few years ago. So this has been a big process since I moved to this city. It 
was the realization that it was time to stop flying around and start letting people know who 
I was. There was a lot of internalized homophobia on my part, not thinking that the work 
place was a very safe place for a lesbian or a gay person to be. To a certain extent it was 
true and still is in some people’s lives. 
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I had kids that I knew were going to be gay or lesbian. In high school I coached 
varsity level teams so I knew definitely about those kids. In fact, I think by being close to 
one of the kids I saved her from trying to commit suicide. She eventually came to the 
realization that her big problems were because she was a lesbian and she couldn’t accept it. 
The kids do need role models. They need to know there are other people like them that can 
understand what they go through. 
When I moved here I met people in the softball league. What was really interesting 
though was when I went to the first softball meeting and come to find out I’m sitting across 
from a parent of one of my students in class. So I’m ready to go underneath the table and 
I'm sure she was ready to do the same, and then I think we both realized at the same time 
we were both there for a reason. 
I used coping skills [to manage my lesbianism at school] the last two years I was at 
my old job because I had started a relationship then. I think the big part of the thing is the 
pronouns—very noncommittal on pronouns. Never use “he” or “she” which is very tiring. 
Nobody ever asked me and I think nobody really wanted to know. I think they were 
afraid. I did mention men sometimes so I guess I kept them guessing, but I never lied. I 
never said I had a boyfriend. I never wanted one anyway. 
When I moved to this city I had my weekend person and my night person and my 
schoolday person. The last two years I was definitely two different people. I noticed it 
was getting harder and harder to do that. It was very difficult because I didn’t want to be 
the other person any more. I wanted to say, “My partner and I are going to Provincetown 
for the weekend.” When I finally got RIFed the final time at my old job I said, “That’s it. 
I’m not playing this game anymore. The next job I get, I’m going to be right out there, 
right out front, and just deal with it. I’m getting too old to play this game anymore.” 
I think, especially the last couple of years, I spent a lot of time hiding. I spent a lot 
of extra energy making sure I didn't slip—a lot of extra energy I could use to do other 
things and not be so uptight all the time. I don’t think heterosexual teachers even think 
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about that, nor do they have to. For eight years [I didn’t share with anyone]. For eight 
years they assumed I was single. 
I was RIFed, which is Reduction In Force, at my old job. I started applying for 
jobs and I just happened to get one in this city. When I started my first day I was right out 
there. No more hiding. I don’t really think [I was nervous] because I had gotten to a point 
in my life where I had said to myself, “If you can’t be out in [this city] then you can’t be 
out anywhere. I was just determined I was not going to play that game. I was too close to 
forty and it was like, I don’t want to play this game any more.” 
It’s much easier to be who you are. You spend a lot of energy hiding and worrying 
about what people think and I think you spend more energy worrying than what really will 
transpire. At least that’s what I’ve found so far. When I went to the school where I am 
now, I’ve been out since day one. I know that a few people were uncomfortable initially 
with who I was but they’ve all come around knowing me as a person. I just think that’s 
one other part of me. They have a husband and four kids. I have a partner and two cats. 
The Safe Schools Program, or the task force per se that all the schools are supposed 
to have before you institute this, started in the city probably four years ago. Three years 
ago it was a really big committee. There was a person from every school and guidance 
counselors, the Director of Health and Human Services, and a few students and various 
other teachers. The second year of its inception it was big, broad-based, to follow the 
recommendations. The Director of Health and Human Services started it off, but, I’ve 
always been out to her basically from the beginning so she knew that this would be 
something that I would be interested in. Also at this time there was a very vocal student 
who was on the Health Advisory Committee and she eventually moved over to the Safe 
Schools Committee when we needed students to be on that. Actually that's where her 
interests were. 
We decided that we were going to follow the recommendations and have a GSA 
[Gay-Straight Alliance]. We came up with a mission statement for the GSA and basically 
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the three people that were on the sub-committee were myself, Tim (a gay teacher) and this 
student. That year they decided they were going to have money for the GS A but by the 
time we got our committee ready and went to the School Committee, it was [moved] to the 
next year. It didn’t get passed through the School Committee—we let them know we were 
going to have one. That way they never had to take a vote so they didn't have to make a 
decision. They didn’t have to look good or bad. 
We knew we were going to be able to have Safe Schools money from the Safe 
Schools Program at the DOE, so I wrote the grant for the first year of the GSA and we 
received $2000. The first meeting the first year there were 54 students. I think our city is 
unique in the fact that kids feel safer about being out. There are a lot of people that have 
gay relatives or have parents that are gay or lesbian. Then there are kids who are just 
sympathetic. They are good allies. So we had 54 and the Director of Health decided she 
better come because we didn’t want anyone to accuse us of recruiting. So she came to the 
first meeting and decided that we weren’t going to recruit anybody. 
This year, which is the 2nd year, I wrote for the Safe Schools Grant again but this 
time I decided that I wanted $2000 for every school in the city. So we got $7400 from the 
DOE for gay issues. We have had two institutes with Leslie, four hour institutes after 
school. [People who attended] all said it was the best workshop they had gone to. Sixty 
attended the first time and forty-five the second. (Two hundred and fifty are in the 
system.) They were very supportive. The evaluations they did on the program were very 
good. I actually think I have the converted third, though. It’s the other two thirds I’m 
really worried about. 
[At the high school] I don’t think the faculty is overtly homophobic but from 
knowing some of them I would say that some have personal difficulties with it, whether 
it’s religious reasons or whether it’s just that they don’t know anyone or don’t think they 
know anyone. I think Tim being out at the high school has helped not only the students, 
but some of the faculty, from some of the comments that they’ve made in the past. At the 
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elementary level, another lesbian teacher wrote a beautiful letter to the faculty after they just 
did a training during our last curriculum day at the school. She wrote a beautiful letter and 
the faculty was very receptive to it. I think this was a letter that said she was very glad and 
gladdened by their receptiveness. 
I don’t know which is safer, to be out or not to be out. I would imagine being in 
the closet is safer but I feel better about myself now I can be who I am. It was really 
funny. My partner used to remark that when I walked in my other town I would make sure 
that she was six miles away and if she accidentally bumped against me I cringed. I guess I 
had a lot of internalized homophobia myself and I don’t feel that I have that anymore. 
I’ve been very safe here in this city. I think that the elementary students I work 
with don’t really perceive sexuality yet. With the high school kids there's no problem 
because the kids that are in the GSA are very supportive of each other and of the faculty. 
In fact, I had one student who’s in the GSA who I’ve asked to do a few classes about 
being an out lesbian in high school. I’ve taken her to a conference with another teacher and 
the three of us went to the conference just a little while ago. She’s done some panels 
because I’ve asked her to. So we’re very supportive and I’m very protective of them too. 
I would only put them in a safe environment. 
To have the attention of the radical right we are doing something correctly. They 
are a little scared because they are putting lots and lots of money into trying to make sure 
that we don’t get as far or become part of the reality of life. I feel that Massachusetts is 
probably one of the fastest growing places where gay, lesbian and bisexual people can feel 
comfortable. They are protected by a law that is non-discriminatory; the students have 
safety under the Safe Schools Act; teachers will eventually have the safety they need 
because the MTA now has a full committee designed for this work. I am the co-chair of 
this committee. 
I’m pretty much out at the state level. It’s comfortable. I honestly believe that 
when I finally decided that enough was enough, it was enough, and enough everywhere. 
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It was like I was not going to be put back in the little closet. I was just going out there and 
be who I was. I’ve had a lot of support from my partner as well as from other individuals 
that I know and friends that I have. 
I don’t think of myself as brave. I think of myself as a person who has finally 
come to the realization that in order to get the rights and benefits that I want, I can’t let other 
people do it. I have to go and do it myself. It’s selfish. I wouldn’t call it brave. I want 
what everybody else has. I believe what they have, I should have, so I’m going to make 
sure I get it. I believe that I’m protected because my family knows, my partner’s family 
knows, we own our house together and the mortgage company knows we own our house 
together, both our names are on the deed, both our names are on the mortgage, our 
accounts are joint, I’m out at school, I know that I’m protected by my union, and {pause} I 
believe that I am protected by my union. 
I am sure it was a reality years ago [that teachers lost their jobs for being gay or 
lesbian]. Anyone who believed that that’s why they were being terminated would have a 
multi-million dollar lawsuit at this point. I believe that the union could prove that case and 
that the union would want to prove that case. I don’t see any school system stupid enough 
to do that right now especially with the Safe Schools Program wanting to have more role 
models for those kids, just knowing that there are teachers who are gay and lesbian, that 
students are gay and lesbian, 10% are gay, lesbian or bisexual. Out of that, one quarter of 
those people have someone that they love who is gay, lesbian or bisexual. I mean we’re 
talking a good 25-30% of the population deals with that issue all the time. 
I wouldn’t care if you put my whole name right in the middle of your dissertation. 
I think I’ve changed a lot. I think my perspective has changed. I took a class and I think 
that, for me, started to change the whole way that I perceived what needed to be done. I 
believe that things have changed. I do believe they have changed for the better. I also 
think there's something that miraculously happens to people around the age of forty. I 
honestly believe that people become comfortable with who they are inside themselves 
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enough to say, “So take me as I am or, too bad. I’ll go find some other friends.” I’m too 
old to play this game anymore. I played that game in my twenties; I don’t want to play it 
anymore. It’s too hard. It takes too much time, too much thought and it takes too much 
energy. Been there, done that, don’t want to do it again! 
Robin 
(Robin is a forty-six year old White male who is a guidance counselor at a suburban 
high school. He was a classroom teacher before becoming a guidance counselor. He 
helped establish the Safe Schools Program at his school, started a gay parents’ group, and 
is the advisor for the Gay-Straight Alliance.) 
I grew up in the eastern part of the state, in Methuen. At that time it was a bedroom 
community of a dying mill town. It really didn’t have a center. It was a rural area that was 
being developed into suburbs. Economically it was lower middle class, blue collar. I grew 
up in a family where my grandparents and my father, before the war, had worked in the 
mills. I don’t believe my father finished high school. If he did, it was through night 
school. When World War II happened he was in the service. My mother is a war bride. 
He met her in England. She came from a poor family with economic troubles at the time. 
The father deserted the family. That was the socio-economic picture. 
[There were] three children; an older brother, and a younger sister who I was 
extremely close to. My brother was very different than I was. He was much more social, 
confident, outgoing, and I was a very withdrawn kid, very quiet. I did not fit into the male 
stereotype. It was not a good fit for me and I knew that from the beginning. I think if I 
had grown up in some other type of community it might have been somewhat easier than in 
a working-class town. Definitely the things I was interested in were not valued-creativity 
wasn’t valued and not a lot of people were encouraged to go to school. 
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My growing up years were very difficult on a number of different levels. One of 
the levels dealt with being a male and trying to figure that out and then another with 
sexuality. At that time (I think it’s probably true with most people during that period of 
time), there weren’t even words. I never heard them. Certainly I didn’t hear the word 
“gay.” I don’t even know if I heard the word “homosexual.” I can’t remember the first 
time I heard it. It was probably in reference to things not being appropriate. But in terms 
of there being gay people, I didn’t even know that was an option. What I remember of 
adolescence for the most part was being in a constant state of emotional pain. I used to feel 
like a broken toy inside. I hated high school and here I am a high school guidance 
counselor. Kind of ironic! {He laughs} 
[I had] a couple of life lines for me when I was growing up. One of them was Boy 
Scouts. It was an outdoor activity that got me out of the house on weekends and connected 
with that was summer camp, which also got me out of the house. It got me into another 
realm where I had a different identity. I found myself falling into leadership roles, 
surprisingly enough, so I was the head of my troop at one time and leader of all the staff at 
camp and things like that. And I developed some close friendships. All my friendships 
came from Scouts and not at school. That was the single most important counter-balance to 
a lot of the negative stuff. 
My mother and father just wanted to be a normal American family and I think they 
were freaked out by differences. My mother was having a very difficult time adjusting to a 
lot of things and they had just both gone through the war. My father was wounded in the 
war. My mother was more or less a refugee from the war and left all her family behind. 
I’m sure they were all dealing with a lot of stress. Dealing with emotional issues and 
issues of difference was not their forte. Even to this day, my father has been dead for 
ages, my mother doesn’t like to talk about things. She’s a lot better than she used to be. 
My family was never a talking family. We never talked about emotions. 
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I started public school, which I hated. We lived in this kind of post war, lower 
middle class suburban development out in the middle of nowhere, and my mother did not 
drive so I did not go to kindergarten. I kind of grew up in this little isolated world with my 
sister, mother, and maybe one or two other kids in the neighborhood in the earlier years. 
School was difficult for me. I think if I were growing up in this day and age I 
would probably have been diagnosed with a learning disability of some sort. I was dubbed 
at the time as being a slow learner. It was slow and steady though, so my grades were 
mostly a solid “B,” but it took me a lot of work. In contrast, my brother was a super star 
and had straight As without ever breaking into a sweat. There is a four year difference in 
our ages so he always left this reputation behind like a god had just been there and 
obviously I could never live up to his legacy. As I got older I deliberately chose activities 
that he had not participated in. You learn these coping strategies, I’ll tell you! {He laughs} 
Junior high school was horrendous! The building had to be one of the most awful 
looking school buildings I have ever seen. It looked like a monastery. It was this huge, 
dark, gloomy building, with these tall ceilings and steps all over the place. It was a 
horrible experience. I was in the band but I wasn’t musical. I think I did that because my 
brother hadn’t done it! I knew that I was not athletic so I had to take refuge somewhere. I 
just tried to get by like everybody else. I tried to go through all the social rituals. I was 
active in church stuff a little bit. High school was more of the same. School was pretty 
painful. 
I didn’t really have any close high school friends for a variety of reasons. There 
was a lot of social hierarchy which was typical at the time, so it was like the people who 
were the leaders of the pack, the top of the triangle, were the football players, the 
cheerleaders—being in the band you could kind of find a little niche. I was good friends 
with a couple of people in the band, mostly girls whose boyfriends were football players, 
so I could sometimes be on the periphery of the in-crowd. I was terribly confused, terribly 
anxious, trying to fit in and not fitting in. I think there were a lot of people who were in 
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distress in those years. {He laughs} Those 50s and 60s are not the good old days that 
everybody tends to pretend they were. I wouldn’t go back for a minute. 
I did know that I was attracted to boys. The kid next door, who was about a year 
younger, and I had sex all the time. When I was in the 8th grade they instituted double 
sessions so I was going to school from twelve noon until seven at night. My sister was a 
year younger and she went in the morning so we never saw each other for a whole year. I 
was the only kid in my neighborhood who was in the afternoon session so it was like I was 
living in this freaky land. Early on I learned how to amuse myself by myself. This kid 
next door was in the seventh grade. That’s when we kind of split up, when he started 
going to school in the morning and we didn’t see each other. 
So it must have been when I was in the 6th grade and 7th grade that he and I were 
sexually active. He was using it as a faze thing and was clearly interested in girls and I 
wasn’t. When that ended, nothing like that ever repeated itself for a long time. I was 
always feeling isolated, knowing that there must be somebody out there, or maybe there 
wasn’t, but not ever wanting to take the risk of making the move and revealing myself. 
I remember walking the corridors in high school and developing crushes on the 
working-class Italian guys. They used to wear the shark skin suits, the early sixties outfit 
with the thin ties and shirts that hooked together at the neck. Methuen High School had a 
mandatory dress code. Guys had to wear suit coats and ties. Everybody was dressed up. 
My group was sort of collegiate so we were all doing a Beach Boys variation type thing. 
But these guys were still into the greased hair. There were a couple of them who I just 
absolutely had severe crushes on, not that I had even spoken to them. But that is where my 
interest and attraction was. I had a lot of conflict and pain keeping things to myself. I 
think that was part of the reason why I never had close friends in high school. 
I did have close friends from Scouts. They weren’t sexual at all but these were 
people who I could be more of myself with. Scouts, to me, was like a safe area in a couple 
of ways. First of all, it was organized so that you met people in roles, which to this day is 
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a lot more comfortable for me than an unstructured situation like a party. The other thing 
is, you know by the time you’re in high school that being in Scouts is considered an odd 
thing, so everybody was sort of an outcast or at least wasn’t afraid of being that way. One 
of the guys from Scouts was the class president so he clearly wasn’t an outcast but he was 
definitely an unusual person. 
I got into UMass. I tried some traditional things; joined a service fraternity, got 
involved in student government a little bit. It was my freshman year that my dad died and it 
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was just around my sophomore year that I started to do some drinking. It was a typical 
college thing but I would sit down and have a drink and before I knew it I was drunk. It 
was clearly not a good scene. At some point in time I replaced that with marijuana and then 
I got heavy duty into the counter-culture. Today it would be called self-medicating. That is 
how I dealt with the pain and trauma of growing up. I was basically stoned and tripping 
for the next three years of college. 
I was still trying to have relationships with women. There was a girlfriend or two 
in high school and it was more awkward than anything else; a girlfriend or two in college, 
but mainly drugs. I had some friends, but no one that I was really close to. I left college in 
1971, two credits short. Then for my so-called graduation present, my mother, who was 
absolutely horrified by what I looked like and the things that I was going through at that 
time (my mother was prim and proper and here I was so disheveled), took me to England 
to meet her family. 
The trip over there was not pleasant. I met her family. Maybe the third or fourth 
day I walked in to meet my cousin, and there he was sitting there with hair longer than 
mine. We hit it off right away. That was kind of a turning point for me. He was very 
socially functioning and wasn’t really into pot but was definitely nontraditional. We 
traveled all summer. The following summer he came over here and we hitchhiked across 
Canada and the United States. We were pretty close for those two summers. Of course I 
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developed a crush on him and he could sense that and totally freaked out and that was the 
end of that. When he moved back we exchanged a few letters but he couldn’t handle it. 
That was another disconcerting experience. But, because of hanging out with my 
cousin, I really cut back on the drugs. Then I got into a relationship with a woman and that 
lasted for about a decade. The reality of my sexuality would keep coming up and 
sometimes I knew what I was about and I would have those flashes of clarity. Then they 
would sink and I would say, “Oh no, I can do this. I’m bisexual.” One period of time in 
the relationship I identified myself as a bisexual. She had her own problems; health, 
family, a lot of things. So I spent basically the decade, plus, with her, dealing with her 
issues. I realize in retrospect that it was easier to deal with her issues than to deal with my 
issues. I ended the relationship three times and she would always pursue me and we’d get 
back together. Part of my problem was the little bit that I saw of gays. I couldn’t identify 
with [being gay]. There were a couple of times that I would say, “I’m gay. I should 
pursue that. And then I would meet somebody who would identify themselves as being 
gay and I would say, “That’s not me.” Then I would retreat again. 
[I did finish college.] Around the time I started my relationship, I decided to go 
back and finish school and make up my credits. Then I got a teacher’s certification. I 
finished and went into a Master’s in Counseling program. By that time I was teaching in 
the classroom. The teaching and working with kids was directly connected to my years as 
a camp counselor and that really set that kind of helping relationship type stuff. I didn’t 
necessarily think of becoming a teacher at first, although I was an English major at the time 
and did not want to go into the corporate world. I had this belief that high school years did 
not have to be as painful as mine were and I wanted to prove that. I also met a professor 
who was a powerful role model as a professional. 
I started off my teaching with a heterosexual identity, at least outwardly, in the early 
years. My relationship ended in 1983, but this time she ended it. I moved in with a friend 
of mine. There was a period when I spent a lot of time by myself, recovering from that 
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relationship. I remember going to the Academy of Music and seeing a movie called Making 
Love, and, to me it was like finally there was something that I could relate to. And because 
of that movie and it being so powerful, I left that theater having come out to myself. I was 
in a men s support group through part of my relationship and I came out to them and they 
helped me deal with it. The guy I was living with was very supportive as well. 
That summer I decided to do a coming out adventure to meet other gay people 
around here. I put an ad in the Valley Advocate and I met people through the ad. I met one 
great person who was from California and spent three great weeks with him. That was a 
very important start for me. He called himself my coming out uncle. Then there was a 
men’s conference. I went and I remember on the floor in front of the room there was this 
young guy with red hair and I said to myself, “Oh God is he exotic.” I assumed he was 
one of the college people, not anybody I would ever cross paths with. As it turns out, he 
and I have been together for thirteen years. We met there and virtually have spent every 
night together since then. 
During those years I had received my counseling degree and I think I was half-time 
teaching and half-time counseling. I was also very active in the teachers’ association. 
Initially, being a gay teacher felt very good because it was thrilling for me. It was like 
being a spy—this double identity. There was always that fear of being out and being seen 
together and people figuring it out. 
Virtually there was nobody out at my school, but the town is liberal and there is a 
diversity of life styles there in the general sense. There are a lot of eccentric people, a lot of 
people who don’t fit the mold and don’t fit the sex role stereotypes and who challenge 
conventions. So being different in town is not a sin. It’s something that is considered 
positive, in general. In that sense it wasn’t particularly alarming. Probably a lot of people 
wouldn’t have picked up on any cues here as opposed to other places that are a lot 
more traditional. 
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Over the years I started to deal with some issue-oriented things. One of the things I 
got involved with was the Equity Institute and they did a retreat or a workshop for gay and 
lesbian educators. I did a couple of name-calling workshops at school. I did one with a 
straight ally. We helped write a brochure on name-calling and did a few issue-oriented 
things like that. I did a couple of presentations in front of the staff and never really 
identified myself as gay but I dealt with the issue and people could make their own 
connections. It was easier for me to deal with an issue in my role as a guidance counselor 
than to come out personally. That continued. There were some AIDS related things and 
support group stuff and other issues. My being active was not unusual. I began doing 
some things outside of school that began to fuse my professional identity and my personal 
identity. Slowly people at work began to figure things out and some I told. 
Fifteen years ago I was a peace keeper at a pride march. I was walking the 
perimeter of the rally to keep out the on-lookers and hecklers. I remember in the group of 
on-lookers was Mr._, a top ranking administrator from my school district. I thought, 
“Oops!” So I said to myself, “I cannot live with not knowing whether or not he saw me,” 
so I went up to him and said hello, to make sure that I knew that he knew that he saw me 
there. I just had to live with that. Two or three years later my partner and I were down in 
Provincetown and we showed up to a gay tea dance at the “Boatslip” early and they were 
picking up the deck chairs and one of the last couples to crawl out of the deck chairs was 
this administrator and his boyfriend. An interesting experience! {He laughs} 
I work in a high school that currently has three grades. It was built in the late 
1950s. It has had a couple of additions. We are currently beginning the process of a new 
addition. When it’s completed the freshman class will come over. The building is in 
transition, the faculty is in transition, there’s a lot going on. We have new administration. 
I work in the guidance office. My day ranges from doing lots of paperwork to a day that is 
very crisis-oriented, dealing with students who are upset, family members. I spend a lot of 
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time dealing with kids on a one-to-one basis. I work with the at-risk population and I have 
a hundred kids which is more than 10% of the population of the school right now. 
Before the Safe Schools Program, we had done a couple of things. As I said, we 
had some name-calling workshops. We had at least one “out” faculty member. There was 
always some type of diversity programming and every year it looked different. Some years 
it was concentrated into a week, one year it was spread throughout the year, one year it 
concentrated on gender issues. Every year the UMass Gay and Lesbian Speakers’ Bureau 
would come for at least one presentation. I remember the first time they came, which was 
probably a decade ago, you could almost feel the tension in the school. There was the buzz 
in the corridors. There were people who were nervous about it. The last couple of years it 
has been like no big deal. Once you make that step and deal with it and put it out there, it’s 
amazing how quickly it becomes old hat and the tension around it dissipates. 
I wrote a proposal for a teacher support group on gay and lesbian issues. That was 
the year that the Governor’s Task Force released its report, because the group was to study 
the report and make recommendations for its implementation. We did that for one year and 
it became a group of faculty and some parents. By the time we finished, the State 
Department of Education started putting money behind the Safe Schools Program. A lot of 
the stuff we did in the group was being done in other schools by Safe Schools committees, 
but we were about a year ahead of them. We did a variety of things. We reviewed the 
current rules and regulations. We did a survey of staff about attitudes and what they were 
doing in terms of addressing that. We did a survey of the students and then of parents. 
The surveys were very interesting. The staff survey I would characterize as saying 
the staff is very liberal in their attitudes and wanted to be supportive but was grossly 
lacking information. For example 75 or 85% didn’t know any community resources that 
they would direct a student to if a student raised a question about a sexual identity issue. 
Half of those who named resources named ones that were marginal in terms of 
appropriateness. It was decided not to directly ask students about their sexual orientation, 
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however, we did ask them about whether or not they would use certain services, would 
they see a counselor around sexual identity issues, would they attend a Gay-Straight 
Alliance, would they enroll in a course. Although there were some homophobic responses, 
it was a lot less than one would expect in a survey that was anonymous. The degree of 
support was pretty substantial. I was surprised. The parent survey was spilt and seemed 
to only be sent back by those who were adamantly opposed to it or adamantly in support of 
it. So it was a very divided response. We started with the faculty survey and then the 
student survey. The parent survey was the last one and I would never advise a group to 
start with a parent survey. 
We met with administrators and talked about some of the attitudes displayed in the 
surveys. We did a survey on what was in the library. We also made arrangements to 
bring in the woman who started a Gay-Straight Alliance in Brookline. She was scheduled 
to speak and I was sending out reminders to make sure our group would attend and it 
occurred to me that it would make sense to have some students there. At the last minute I 
put out an announcement and there were about forty kids that showed up. A number of 
them were connected with the peer tutors/counselors. They were coming as an ally type 
thing. There were a number of people from various sources. It was a substantial showing 
of interest. It was from that, that the Gay-Straight Alliance continues to meet. That was 
the year of the study group. Once we did the initial study there wasn’t a need to continue 
with it. 
Somewhere along the line my being out became more public than it had been. I had 
always been active and had worked with the pride march, etc. Then when I was elected for 
City Council where I live, I assumed everyone would figure it out. It was kind of a 
gradual process but now I would say that I am fully out. Being a guidance counselor I tend 
not to announce it. Some teachers kind of work it into their class presentations, but I think 
it’s not appropriate to make an announcement every time I go into a counseling situation. 
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I think when you’re closeted or living in that ambiguous state where nobody knows 
or some know and some don’t, it creates this kind of unsure situation. Since I have been 
out it really has relieved a lot of pressure. As far as I can tell it really hasn’t had any 
negative effects on any relations with staff or students. I do think that in some cases it has 
improved my relationship with students. A lot of kids I deal with are kids who don’t fit in 
very well. I think a lot of them can identify. Having a guidance counselor being gay sort 
of makes it easier for them to be different in their own way. Some of the kids have asked 
me directly and seem cool with it. 
Another thing, in being an out faculty member I have inherited the market on 
homophobic issues. Most mailings end up in my box. There was a poster advertising a 
TV program about AIDS with the picture of a very good looking young male TV star on it 
and someone had written the word “faggot” on his face. A faculty member had taken it 
down and given it to the principal and he put it in my mailbox with a note saying, “This 
was brought to my attention. I thought you might be interested.” If it was a Black person 
on the poster and someone had written the “n” word, would they have put it in the mailbox 
of a Black faculty member? I don’t think so! {He laughs} But, it is very hard to get that 
point across. 
One of the things some of the people from the study group had done last year was 
contact the woman who did “Love Makes a Family,” and we made arrangements for that to 
be shown in the high school at the beginning of the year. One of the first days I took the 
Gay-Straight Alliance to see it. There was a young girl from the junior high school, a 
troubled young girl, and she was making some inappropriate comments about the pictures. 
I said something to her and she yelled at me and said, “Shut up, you faggot.” I went out of 
the room after her. In the corridor she turned around and struck me. I reported it to the 
administration and my initial reading of it was that she didn’t really know what she was 
doing. 
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But what came out of that—there were a couple of things I thought were very 
interesting. One is that some of the kids who witnessed it got extremely shut down, like 
nobody saw anything. They were a little bit traumatized. Then when I reported it to the 
administration, it was strange. Their concern wasn’t around me, it was more of getting her 
than seeing how I was doing. This is totally different than a racial issue. The write-up was 
about striking a faculty member but there was no mentioning of the homophobic name¬ 
calling. They had totally left that out. To them it wasn’t an issue. 
- 
I created a parent support group for gay and lesbian parents. I put out the word 
amongst gay and lesbian parents who had children in the school system. They began to 
meet. They’ve met for the last two years pretty much on their own. They were a major 
source of support both around this incident and also when, in the elementary schools, there 
was a lot of commotion around showing “Love Makes a Family.” They were a key player 
in turning around the administration to get the exhibit into the schools and then when it was 
challenged in court, combating the people who were opposed to it. If that group hadn’t 
been there it would have been a very different outcome. It is very unique to this area that 
there is an identifiable population of out gay and lesbian parents. I think it is very 
important that they are vocal. They are better agents of change than faculty people who can 
be accused of having a hidden agenda. 
When we had the exhibit in the high school there was resistance at the time from the 
superintendent to have it go to the elementary schools. We brought over students from the 
Gay-Straight Alliance and the kids were very articulate and very forceful in presenting 
themselves. The superintendent handled himself very poorly and the kids were devastated 
by his response. He said some issues are inappropriate to teach at the elementary school 
level and this is one of them so one of the kids said, “Name me another one,” and his 
response was, “Leprosy.” The kids were horrified. The superintendent has turned around 
thanks to the parent group. The parent group worked very hard. 
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I have changed and the school has changed somewhat. One thing that I will credit 
the Governor’s Task Force with is putting out a lot of resources and setting the tone. The 
Safe Schools Program has set the tone so you no longer feel like you’re out there in 
isolation. Also there are a lot of things coming around in terms of books and tapes and the 
subject is out there. I remember going to guidance workshops and there would be nothing 
on the topic on homophobia, homosexuality or gay and lesbian issues. I remember going 
to a suicide workshop about eight years ago and there wasn’t any mention of gay and 
lesbian issues. But now it’s not so risky to do that. It’s almost become trendy. 
Our school is safe for some kids; safe for kids who are sure of themselves. It’s 
safe for kids who have some social skills and have a network of friends. For really 
vulnerable and needy kids I think it could still be unsafe. Kids can really smell out victims. 
It’s more than a coincidence that the kids who are most open and comfortable with their 
sexual identity are those who are really not part of the mainstream. It depends on the kid 
and circumstance and the family. They get some really poisonous messages. Teachers are 
largely safe, certainly safe in the physical sense. I think things could still happen in terms 
of people writing things and saying things. But actually your safety comes from inside. 
Of course it would be much easier [to be heterosexual] because you can be part of 
the network. A lot of people don’t know how to deal with a gay person. I’m not really 
that social with the faculty but I never get invited over to people’s houses. But there is 
more to it than that. I was not at the faculty meeting when it was mentioned about a faculty 
member being called a faggot and being assaulted but [it would be easy to figure out that I 
was that faculty member]. Only one person, someone who I was close to in the guidance 
department, ever mentioned it to me. Virtually there were no comments made. If that had 
happened to a Black faculty member around a Black exhibit, the school would have been 
shut down. It would have been a major thing. There is the absence of negative stuff but I 
don’t think my colleagues are supportive. 
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The kids are very open and accepting and the kids judge people as people. There is 
still a ways to go; still a lot of work to be done. In some ways what the state is doing is not 
significant at all because it’s doing what should be done. But in the other ways, we are 
light years ahead of some of the other states when you think of what’s going on in the 
country. To me it’s much ado about nothing. 
Gretchen 
(Gretchen is a thirty-three year old White woman who is a special education para 
professional at a suburban elementary school. She does not work for the Safe Schools 
Program although her school system participates.) 
I am the youngest of four and the only girl in the family. I was raised on Long 
Island. I was raised in a three adult family, primarily by a Black woman from the South, 
Pearly Mae. She is who I would go to for comfort, my sense of the first adult I would 
seek out if something was wrong. I was pretty young when I realized that we were 
different from each other but that there was also a similarity to both of us that I attached to. 
I didn’t feel attached to my parents and I certainly didn’t feel attached to my brothers who 
really didn’t like me at all. That was primarily because when I was a kid, when she was 
upset or angry with my brothers, my mother would tell them that if she had had a girl first, 
she would never have had a boy. 
I didn’t take to my father at all. In fact, he died when I was pretty young and I only 
have one nice memory of him. It was in the summertime. I had crawled into bed with him 
and my mother. It was really late at night and everybody was asleep. And I woke up and 
my father was standing at the windows looking out over the backyard. I remember the 
moon being pretty bright because you could see moon shadows outside and I just got up 
and stood next to him and we didn’t talk, and that is my happiest memory of my father. 
My mother, I talked to her recently because I just had a baby, and I asked her if she was 
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depressed when I was a kid and she said, “No, why do you ask?” “Well,” I said, “My 
memory of you when I was a kid was that you were always asleep.” She couldn't stand to 
be awakened in the morning. 
I had a great memory of Pearly in the morning where I was in her bed and she got 
up earlier to make my brothers breakfast because they were going off to school and she 
would come back and make me up in her bed. She would pretend that I wasn’t there and 
she would fluff me up like I was one of the pillows and it was sort of a game. I pretty 
much stayed wherever she was. 
My grandmother liked to travel a lot. She liked to go on cruises because she was in 
the steamship business. One year she brought back a brown velvet doll from one of the 
islands. When I visited her in the city, I used to always look at the doll sort of longingly. 
It was the only doll that I ever looked at with any desire. All the other dolls ended up sort 
of stripped and maybe decapitated on the bottom of the closet floor. But I finally convinced 
my grandmother to give me this doll and of course I named her Pearly, so I had a Pearly 
doll. I brought her home and Pearly made a set of clothes to match hers so I would walk 
around the house with my Pearly doll, with Pearly. I also remember her advocating for me 
whenever I wanted something. She would go and approach my mother and convince her 
to leave that child alone and get her whatever she wants. That's my family stuff. 
I remember as a kid not liking being a girl. I saw the inequities very early on 
between boy children and girl children, not the least of which was-we had a pool when I 
was a kid and I couldn’t stand girls’ bathing suits. I finally convinced my grandmother, I 
whined a lot, that I wanted a boy’s bathing suit and I remember one early summer day my 
grandmother came to visit us with, indeed, a boy’s bathing suit, and I wore this bathing 
suit until well after I shouldn’t have worn it anymore. It didn’t fit. My brothers would 
tease me about wearing the boy’s bathing suit. They would call me a nudey and make me 
feel bad for being comfortable with my body. That was part of the inequality that I 
observed as a little one about being a female. There were very few choices in being a girl 
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child. You were supposed to comply and be inactive and not like your body. Those are 
my real early memories. 
I started kindergarten at a Quaker private school. I loved my kindergarten teacher. 
She was German. I still remember her hair cut. I don’t remember her name. I enjoyed 
going. The next year was at the same school. I failed first grade and that was really 
traumatic, but more traumatic than failing first grade was the fact that I couldn’t read. It 
was in the 1960’s, and there were all these new explorations in child development and the 
latest one at the time was ITA System. Basically what they tried to do was teach you an 
alphabet that had over fifty characters instead of the standard one. Needless to say, I didn’t 
learn the ITA system. 
At the end of that year when I failed, my parents thought that I would be 
embarrassed to return to that school. I went to public school. Public school was better, 
but it is curious, I remember not really understanding school very much. We lived close 
enough to the school that I walked most days. One of the concessions that I lobbied 
successfully for was not having to wear a dress to school. So I was really ahead of my 
time, I wore pant suits to first grade, second and third. In fact it was often the only way 
that my mother could get me out of bed and to even consider going to school. I went to 
public school for the next three years. After that my mother and father divorced and my 
father died. My mother went back to work so all of us went to boarding schools. 
When I went to boarding school I would go home once a month at the end of the 
month on the weekend. I had a two week vacation around the holidays and I would go to 
summer school as well. The first year that I went to boarding school I actually went to 
summer camp, and I went to summer camp every year from the time I was five until ten. I 
was in Canada for two months. I realized much later on that my mother had four children 
but really didn’t like children at all because she spent most of her time farming us out to 
different locations. 
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Boarding school was quite a shock. I had no idea that I was actually going to go 
there, and what that meant, so when my mother drove me there, I was stunned at the fact 
that she was actually going to leave me there alone. I was miserable the first few months. 
I remember refusing to get out of bed, refusing to eat. I was OK in classes, I think. I 
think I refused to read. I was pretty miserable. 
There were seven girls in this boarding school when I started there and almost a 
hundred boys. Needless to say the boys were treated royally and the girls were treated like 
schleps. It was a brutal place. The headmaster was brutal. He was a pedofile and he 
would beat the kids. We had to call him “sir.” He played on the fact that he had a captive 
audience, and that somewhere inside, most of us knew that our parents probably didn’t 
love us very much or they wouldn’t have sent us here. It was a pretty brutal place. I was 
there for five years. The last straw was there was no education in this school. I went into 
high school pretty much the same as I went into college, which was I didn’t know a thing. 
High school was a boarding school in Arizona. It was on a working ranch. It was 
the high school that my brother had gone to, my youngest brother who is four years older 
than I am. I had the choice of staying at my old school, but I wasn’t stupid—desperate 
perhaps, lonesome yes, but I was not stupid. Ninth grade in Arizona wasn’t a whole lot 
better educationally, but at least nobody hit me. One of my brothers was a sociopath and 
he died of an overdose my last year of high school and I only went to high school until 
10t,h grade. I was pretty rebellious in high school. I was doing a lot of drugs and wearing 
T-shirts that were inappropriate, and generally getting into as much trouble as I could find, 
out in the middle of the desert. 
The first time I heard the word lesbian I was in summer camp and I was really 
much too little to understand what was being said. I remember some of the older girls 
talking about lesbians. I never really understood what they were talking about. I 
remember one time going back to school my first year, my mother driving me back, and 
talking about lesbians with my mother but again still not really knowing what that meant. I 
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must have said some things that made sense to my mother because she got scared and kept 
steering the conversation away from what I was talking about. But the truth of the matter 
is, I remember being totally crushed out on my dorm mother who, at the time, seemed just 
very mature. She was twenty-two years old. She was tall and slender and had long orange 
hair. She had a great smile. She was funny in a very dry way which matches my own 
humor. I also remember, I again didn’t make those connections until later on, she was 
having an affair with my fifth grade teacher. I guess I remember having a crush on her and 
on another 8th grade girl. I sort of walked around childhood being crushed out on gals. I 
only went to 10th grade. I was asked not to return. My mother and I scrambled around for 
another place for me to go and I ended up going to Simons Rock, in the Berkshires. 
I did lots of other jobs before I ended up at my school. When I was at Simons 
Rock, the last semester I worked at a Montessori School teaching preschool and I think for 
another summer I worked there. That was actually the first time I worked with children. 
The first time I worked in public school was in my present job and I’ve been there for four 
years. 
My school system has traditionally tried to be better than other school systems 
about everything. At my school there is a driving need to be the best. Very good is never 
good enough. My perspective was from a SPED perspective. My first three years was 
with the therapeutic team so I would be in a lot of classrooms either modifying curriculum 
and integrating the child into the full classroom, or I would take children out of the 
classroom for reward time or time out. I really got around a lot. I changed positions my 
fourth year, so I didn’t have the same amount of contact with children as I did the 
first three. 
I didn’t come out at my interview for this job. On the other hand, holding true to 
my form, I did not wear a dress or heels or anything like that. I did wear a well pressed 
pair of Dockers and a man’s shirt. I didn’t just come out and say, “I’m a lesbian and I’d 
like this job,” on the other hand, I wasn’t really hiding behind the stereotypical clothing. 
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I’m pretty sure that when I was hired it was clear to the individuals who hired me. Once I 
was hired and in the school, I very quickly let people know that I was a lesbian, just 
casually through conversation, referring to my partner at the lunch table or whatever. I 
never really said to anybody, “Hi, I’m a lesbian,” but it was clear to people I was, 
primarily because of my dress and because I would talk about my partner. 
I think there are people who are very uncomfortable with differences whether 
they’re sexual orientation or gender or cultural or racial differences. I think there are people 
who are uncomfortable with my being a lesbian. My supervisor once told me something 
that indicated that there were indeed people who were very uncomfortable with me being a 
lesbian or being such an out lesbian and I was uncomfortable as well. Quite frankly, I 
don’t trust a school system very much. I am incredibly conscious and careful not to be 
alone with children in a closed environment except for when it is my job. For instance, if I 
have to be alone with a child in “time out” and have to restrain that child I don’t feel 
uncomfortable, but I am adamant about children being in the adult bathroom. I do not want 
a child in my bathroom. And I am very reluctant to go into a child’s bathroom. All you 
have to do is be accused of inappropriate behavior with a child, guilty or not, you’re [in 
trouble]. So I don’t want to touch that one and being a lesbian I really don’t want to touch 
that one. 
There are adults that are uncomfortable with my being a lesbian. People will smile 
and be friendly to you but you really don’t know what the hell they are thinking. They’re 
the ones that are really homophobic. God forbid they ever articulate that in this [politically 
correct] town. They will give you all of the right jargon and say all the right things, but it 
actually prevents learning rather than aiding it when people aren’t able to say, “I’m 
uncomfortable with this,” because they know that’s not politically correct. Then the 
education doesn’t go on. Here we are in a school, an institution for education, and we are 
all too scared to say anything out of fear of being whipped back. I have a lot of respect for 
one of the teachers who came to me when this whole thing about the gay family photo 
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exhibit was being discussed. He came to me and said, “Listen, I want you to know this 
from me first, I have a hard time with this exhibit coming here. It makes me uncomfortable 
and I don t know how to teach it. I don’t even think that it is an appropriate place to have 
this exhibit. Even though he was uncomfortable, I admired his ability to say so. 
One of the best arguments for being not in the closet in the classroom is that it 
provides a real person for children to see, someone who is not evil, someone who is not all 
the stereotypes, someone who is a known quantity with all the things that go along with 
being a real person. You get angry sometimes, you’re caring sometimes, you’re all the 
things that humanize the differences that society puts out about gay men and lesbians—like 
the idea of gays and lesbians as predators of children. High school teachers have an 
equally hard time coming out because people think they are going to indoctrinate children. 
What coming out in the classroom does for people is that it gives people who aren’t gay the 
benefit of seeing someone who is not a predator. 
It is imperative to have the support of administration before you come out. There 
was an incident that I was involved in. It was very interesting to watch how it was played 
out. It was before school. I had stopped off to get a cup of coffee and I met a student in 
the coffee place, a kindergartner. He came over to me and sat down and said, “Hello, how 
are you?” His grandmother came over and I introduced myself and said I work at the 
school and her other grandson, who’s a 3rd grader, came over. He was on my caseload. 
He did not like me because my job was to help him during the more difficult times in the 
classroom and he had an enormous range of really obnoxious strategies to keep people 
away. Now she gets to see him acting like a real jerk and I turned to him and said, “Listen, 
you don’t have to talk to me. That’s OK. But your grandmother and I are having a 
conversation right now and it’s not OK to interrupt.” She was mortified that he was acting 
this way. 
I got back to school and I knew exactly what was going to happen. I went to my 
supervisor and told her what just went down. Indeed, before the morning was out, the 
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supervisor came back to me and said, “His mother would like us not to have you work 
with him. That doesn’t mean that it’s going to happen. I’m just telling you that, indeed, 
what you said is true.” Well one thing turns into another. Mom comes to school and tries 
to get me off his caseload. Suddenly I remind him of a man who had molested him the 
summer before. Now, I haven’t reminded him of this man up until this morning when 
grandma saw this stuff. I end up in the principal’s office with my supervisor. The first 
thing out of my principal’s mouth is, “This has nothing to do with your lifestyle.” I looked 
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at him and said, “You’re right, this has nothing to do with my being a lesbian.” 
Meanwhile, my being a lesbian is not a lifestyle and I get really irritated with people who 
use that term. Name it! 
Truth of the matter was, this was an African American family and I am an employee 
and my principal had to decide if he was going to screw with me and potentially deal with 
some sort of suit or screw with the African American family and deal with a suit. He chose 
to screw with me. It makes me totally untrusting of administrative support. I continued to 
work with this child until the end of the school year with mom’s protest and feeling totally 
unsupported. I never went into the principal and said, “Hi, thank you for hiring me, I’m a 
dyke.” Because I look like a lesbian and I don’t talk about a husband he just assumed I’m 
a lesbian. Much rides on who your principal is as to what principles will be maintained 
and upheld. 
We do have a “non-biased” policy in our school system. I don’t believe that it’s 
used as rigorously as it should be because certainly I can’t be the only person out there 
hearing children call each other faggots. [The policy states that] any name that is used in a 
disparaging way, whether it’s someone calling someone a faggot, or somebody calling 
somebody a retard, it needs to be addressed and there are very specific guidelines for the 
address. Because kids are reared in this society they pick up a lot ways of using people’s 
identities in a negative way. I don’t think that it’s addressed. I don’t think that when kids 
treat each other in that way, every adult has the energy or the know-how to deal with it. 
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I was asked by a teacher about the [gay and lesbian family photo] exhibit coming to 
our schools and she talked about the fact that a couple of parents really objected on the 
grounds that it violated their religious beliefs and upbringing. My stand on this is that 
education never is in conflict with religion. It can be used as a tool. I remember going to a 
book fair at school and buying a ten cent book that was incredibly sexist and racist. I 
bought that book for a purpose. One, I wanted to get it out of the hands of any potential 
child and the other, it was a wonderful teaching tool—having the kids look at this book and 
say, “What’s different about this book than other books that you get?” I think the photo 
exhibit is a wonderful way for people who don’t believe that it is all right to be homosexual 
to teach their kids that this exists in the world; we don’t believe that it’s in God’s whatever, 
and open the doorway and discuss it. Trying to keep children ignorant of this world is 
really a disservice to them. 
The teachers, not the kids would maybe [talk some behind my back.] It’s not a 
matter of them knowing or not knowing [that I’m a lesbian]. I think they always knew. I 
think that I wasn’t what they were talking about. What they were talking about was their 
discomfort with being around a lesbian, not the fact that I am a lesbian. Some of them are 
[more comfortable now], the ones that have gotten to know me. One of the things I do at 
school regularly is razz people and so the people that I would eat lunch with—we would get 
going. Just to be around someone who is playing sort of lets them let their guard down, 
because they realize that I’m just another person razzing people and being a jerk. I also 
razz kids. 
This year was the first year that teachers from our school system who are not gay or 
lesbian went to the pride march. I asked them about that and they said, “Well, we were 
doing it as a way of showing alliance after all of the crap that went down over this photo 
exhibit.” There was a young child in the photo exhibit who talked about how hard it was 
for children in lesbian households when the school doesn’t support the reality. That made 
me sad that all this child was asking was that things like this photo exhibit be exhibited so 
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that children don’t feel like they are not allowed to talk about their home life the same way 
that adults who are [gay or lesbian] are not allowed to talk about their home life. These 
children need to invite friends over and have it be ordinary. I’m sure that people would not 
let their children play with children from a lesbian household and that is sad. 
Some of the 6th grade teachers have been uncomfortable with this photo exhibit 
coming because they’re teaching sex education and they are uncomfortable with including 
homosexual relationships. Again I think that when we talk about gays and lesbians, the 
first thing that comes to many people’s minds is sex. It doesn’t even occur to people that 
you can be a lesbian that is not in a relationship and not having sex or that you can be 
celibate and choose to be a celibate lesbian for all of your life. So there is a real missing 
piece here with the fact that you’re not a lesbian because you have sex with another 
woman. I know women who have had sex with another woman and are not lesbians. I 
also know women who are lesbian and have slept with men. 
We are all very uncomfortable with sexuality—our own and everybody else’s and 
especially our children's. We talk about gays and lesbians in the schools and suddenly we 
have to deal with the fact that we’re uncomfortable with our sexuality and our children's. I 
think that is the big part of the fear and I don’t think it is ever going to get better unless we 
start to talk to our children in helpful and positive ways. My first year, two kids, a boy and 
a girl, were caught kissing underneath the slide and the other kids in the class came running 
in to tell the teacher that they were kissing under the slide and they were gay. The teacher 
had this wonderful discussion with the children. He asked if anybody knew what the word 
“gay” means. There was a wonderful silence and he [explained] what the word means. 
Then he addressed the fact that these two children were kissing under the slide. He said, 
“It sounds like it made everyone uncomfortable.” The kids know that they’re not supposed 
to kiss unless it’s your mother or father or uncle or aunt and when you kiss another kid, 
suddenly it’s a taboo thing. Being gay is a taboo thing and being caught kissing is a taboo 
187 
thing. You don’t want to be caught kissing and you don’t want to be gay. [That’s where 
the kids made the parallel]. 
[This teacher who talked to the kids is gay]. One of the things I love about him and 
his classroom is, invariably I would walk into the class to help with one of the kids that 
was on my caseload and there would be two or three kids lounging against him. He would 
be squatted down talking to one kid. I remember this other child came up behind him and 
had draped himself over him and was rubbing his cheek against the teacher’s cheek while 
the teacher was trying to have this conversation with this other kid. It was very sweet and 
very dear. I can only imagine what a parent would have thought. 
I think that our school is somewhat safe. I think that adults have the advantage as 
far as having the maturity and experience to figure things out and to understand the 
ramifications. I don’t think that children feel safe being gay or lesbian. Maybe I’m wrong. 
I don’t know. I think what is missing in elementary school is the words. If you don’t use 
the words then it doesn’t exist. You hear about people being married, divorces, 
boyfriends, girlfriends but you only hear about them in opposite genders. I think that 
silence harms children. If it doesn’t exist, how can you possibly be one. How can you be 
a lesbian if there are no lesbians. If statistics are correct, that one out of ten people are gay, 
then that’s one out of ten children in elementary school and we have six hundred kids. 
That means sixty kids, at least, are growing up in silence, without the words, and without 
the benefit, the comfort to even explore what the words mean. 
Gabriel 
(Gabriel is a forty-eight year old. White female who teaches English at an urban 
middle school. She is the coordinator of the Safe Schools Task Force at her school.) 
I was bom and grew up in [the same city where I teach]. I have an older brother. 
My dad was a firefighter and my mom was a homemaker, mostly, but she, her sister and 
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her mother, during summertime, ran the concession at a public golf course. I remember it 
as a pretty normal, kind of almost Ozzie and Harriet-type childhood. I was raised Irish 
Catholic. I got to go to day camp and ride horses. 
I can remember in kindergarten wanting frequently to pretend I was driving the 
pretend train and being very active and being very interested and questioning. In 
elementary school, the same. I developed a sense of humor, sort of class clown. I still like 
telling the story about the fact that I got into trouble for keeping a pair of slacks in the cloak 
room and when we would go out to recess I would stuff my skirt or my dress into the 
slacks and go out and hang upside down and climb and run around and kick the football. I 
was sent to the principal because of that. Girls were not supposed to do that. Girls were 
supposed to wear dresses and skirts and not hang upside down. So what I proceeded to do 
was hang upside down anyway. I collected an audience. Girls are not supposed to show 
their underwear! I didn’t care. 
I was a lazy student and messy; frequently it would say on my report card, “Does 
not make good use of her time.” I was always given poor marks in handwriting. I had lots 
of problems with fine motor control as a little kid. I was left-handed and we were learning 
to write cursive. We actually had ink wells with ink in them and ink pens with pen nibs. 
We tried to learn cursive like that and it was just horrible being left-handed because it was 
just splatter, blot, smudge, awful! Handwriting like that has been tied to my own feeling 
of self-worth. I always wanted to have distinguished and different handwriting. 
[Junior high was] very frightening. I was very nervous. I never believed that I 
would be able to get to my locker and get the combination undone and there was this time 
pressure, and I was always very nervous about that. I have always been, and even now, 
worried about being on time for a bus or plane—wanting to get there early. I was, again, 
sort of a lazy student. Things came easily except for math. I had to do a little work there, 
but never really extended myself in terms of great amounts of study. 
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I don’t know if I had a clear notion of [my sexual identity] but in 4th grade I fell in 
love with a new girl in the class. It was very obvious that it wasn’t like a friendship thing. 
I knew in 4th grade something was different. In junior high school I think I had lots of 
different kinds of friends and best friends. I don’t think I had crushes on them. I think I 
was swept up in the notion that you were supposed to have crushes on boys and I certainly 
did my part. 
In high school I had a really large crush on a girl in the class ahead of me and I 
knew that that was not OK. It was really a bad thing. I do remember walking up a 
staircase in high school during the passing of classes and somebody saying, loud enough 
for me to hear and take note, "If you wear red on Wednesdays, that means you’re queer." 
I remember feeling this hot rush of blood to my face and like, they knew, so I must have 
been wearing that color. I felt like it was a real, real bad thing. 
I went out with boys but I was still very much into sports and art and creative 
writing in [high school]. I had lots of different kinds of friends. I didn’t have lots of 
boyfriends but I did that. Many times with my best friend, we would double date. (I 
didn’t have a crush on her or anything. We were really good friends.) More often than not 
when we would go parking with our dates, I would laugh with [mine] and yak and blab 
and [we] would tickle each other and just talk. It was never ever a big romantic deal. [It 
was] very clear [to me] that I was different. 
When I had that wicked crush on that 4th grade girl, I can remember trying to kiss 
her in the hay loft of a barn. I think I got the notion that if you really felt strongly about 
somebody you kissed them like my mom and dad did. I remember trying to kiss her and 
she didn’t run screaming from the hay loft but her reaction was very clear it was not OK, 
and I think what happened is I just sort of stuffed that whole realm of feelings, those kinds 
of feelings for girls, I just stuffed them away. 
I had really close friendships through college and a major crush on a good, good 
friend who has remained a friend. When I finished my bachelor’s degree I moved out of 
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my home, down to the Cape, because I knew that Provincetown was the place where those 
people were, and I wanted to “find out.” I found my way to connect with some people and 
wound up in a relationship with a woman and realized that all the relationships that I had 
had before [with men], even though they were wonderful, even though they were sexual 
(and I never had any problems with that or any complaints), they were just a bit lack-luster. 
When I began a relationship with a woman it was just in a whole other class of connecting 
and there was just a big difference and I knew that was the right thing. 
I began as a physical education major [in college]. After about a year and a half I 
wanted to switch my major to English. I think that being a PE major seemed not 
challenging intellectually. I fell back on my very close next thing that I really loved, which 
was English, literature and writing, so I switched my major to English and I graduated with 
a degree in English and no student teaching. I was not a certified teacher when I got out of 
undergraduate school because when it came time to do student teaching I couldn’t do it. It 
was too scary. So that’s when I moved to the Cape. When I came back I began a master’s 
degree and that’s when I did my student teaching. There seemed to be, all along in my life, 
just the assumption that I would probably be a teacher. My great aunt was a teacher. It just 
seemed like the thing I was a natural at: I taught swimming, I taught skiing. It seemed like 
that was what I was best suited for. It just sort of evolved without any conscious or 
serious plan. 
I started teaching the last two weeks of school in June of 1972,1 think. It was 
directly after I had done my student teaching. I was working at a spring factory and got a 
call and they hired me on an emergency basis and kept hiring me. I kept working on my 
master’s and finished that up. 
[I have experienced feelings of fear related to being a lesbian.] The first couple of 
times I marched in the gay pride march I scanned the roof tops looking for snipers and felt 
deadly serious in that fear. I guess I can remember feeling a more generalized fear when I 
was living on the Cape and living with my first woman lover. Her father was in the police 
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department down there and everybody at that time tried to pass and act straight. Even being 
in Provincetown, walking in the streets, I remember no public displays of affection were 
acceptable! I can remember when I first started teaching I had to sign a document that said 
something about moral turpitude and I can remember being really afraid that I would sign 
that and [have it] found out that that was a lie because I had been involved in a lesbian 
relationship and that was sinful and illegal. I can also remember when I came back to the 
city, especially when I was doing my student teaching and started teaching, consciously 
saying to myself that the relationship that I had on the Cape must have been just a phase 
because it was very, very obvious that it was not OK. As the awareness had slowly 
become increased about gays and lesbians, mine had too. I realized I couldn't be a teacher 
and be a lesbian. 
I started going out with men again and had a couple relationships, very good, fine, 
lots of fun, but no bells and whistles. I remember feeling after a while like it was a real 
charade. I felt like I was an impostor. I was acting like I thought I was supposed to act. I 
remember thinking in high school that I was acting like girls were supposed to act, like I 
was pretending. During these relationships at some point, maybe after two years, I 
remember feeling like I don’t want to do this anymore-this is just fake—and coming to the 
point were I was willing to risk going downtown and finding a queer bar by myself. I 
didn’t know anybody. 
It’s a lot easier [to be a heterosexual teacher] so I would invent boyfriends and I 
would wear a skirt to school at least twice a week. I’d invent boyfriends and use fictitious 
names. Actually it wasn’t so much like that with other teachers, it was in the classroom 
and with the kids. I would talk about what I did on vacation or on the weekends and I 
would invent somebody. With other teachers I sort of just maintained a lone wolf role for a 
long time until I got involved with a woman. Then in class I would still use fictitious male 
names. I sort of kept myself single in teacher gatherings. 
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[I did that] almost until the early 1980s when I got involved with a woman and just 
for the heck of it, I started taking courses at the University and thought, “Maybe I’ll get the 
next degree.” As part of those courses I educated myself around oppression in terms of 
racism, sexism and homophobia. I began to understand history and began to risk, at least 
in the teachers’ lounge and the teachers’ cafeteria, saying, “She and I went here; she and I 
went there,” and consciously felt like I didn’t have a problem with being a lesbian. It was 
the other person’s problem and if they couldn’t handle me saying my partner, she, it was 
their problem. I was going to hand it to them and have them handle it and deal with it. I 
spoke consciously with my colleagues like that but not in the classroom and still not in the 
classroom. 
I understand from one of my team members that stuff has been said about me 
behind my back but to a certain extent I am sure that is true with everybody. I guess I 
don’t really care. I did care for a long time. I wanted everybody to like me and respect me 
and think I was a good teacher. With age and time has come the feeling I don’t [care] what 
people think about me. I know I do a good job and I’m not a jerk with kids. Those kind 
of things are more important to me than if some slob down the hall thinks that I’m a man- 
hater. I feel badly that they are so misinformed and ignorant, but it’s no longer, if it ever 
was, my job to educate them. 
I think that in the school, for the most part, there has been an acknowledgment of 
kids who are different culturally and that has allowed an acknowledgment or an acceptance 
of examples of homosexuality, like myself. I don’t know if people believe that there are 
gay and lesbian kids in their classrooms or gay and lesbian parents to kids in their 
classrooms. But there is an awareness of different kinds of differences that are manifested 
in the school. 
I don’t know how I’ve been perceived. Even in some politically conservative 
teacher’s mind, he or she has had to grudgingly acknowledge that I am a good teacher, I’m 
a pretty good person, I’m a hard worker, I’m not a monster with horns, and I am a lesbian. 
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I don t know if there have been conversations among my friends on the faculty about my 
sexual orientation other than for people to say, “Yes, she [is a lesbian],” so therefore there 
is a homosexual in their lives, teachers and students, a real person. The dissonance that 
occurs and makes growth happen and opens the way for education to happen is like, queer 
people are really bad and evil and should bum in hell but here is Gabriel who is a good 
teacher and a hard worker and a nice person. What sense does a teacher, a parent, or a 
student make of that? They have to struggle with that and question their stereotypes. 
I always feel that I could have done more; I could have said more. I feel that a lot, 
still. I don’t know what the fine line of realism is. I think I am walking it in terms of being 
out there and obvious, out as a lesbian teacher and obvious about it yet I have not publicly 
in the school, to all teachers and students, said I am a lesbian. I think about that all the 
time. Is that something that I should do when the opportunity arises and it does arise. 
A year or so before the Governor’s hearings [which preceded the Safe Schools 
Program], I had been involved in the filming of a segment of “20/20” about Northampton. 
I was just background window dressing. I was invited to talk on camera, but I declined to 
do that. I wanted to participate but I thought talking on camera might be a little too risky 
for a public school teacher. Before I did the filming I went to my building principal 
because I thought I should let him know. He called the assistant superintendent and let him 
know that a teacher in his building was going to be in this segment. The assistant 
superintendent saw no problem with it. It had nothing to do with my performance in the 
classroom. 
The segment had aired on a Friday night and when I got to school on Monday 
morning it was as if every kid in the building had seen the program. Of course they hadn’t, 
but all sorts of different kids came up to me that whole year asking, “Were you on 
television?” Luckily I had sense enough to react saying, “Yes, I was. Isn’t that great!” and 
having the expression on each kid’s face change because my response was not to hide and 
scurry away. Not one kid knew what to say in response because my reaction was such a 
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surprise. Whether they knew it or not these kids had been afforded the opportunity to go 
and ask a human being, “Are you a lesbian?” just by asking me, “Were you on TV?” I 
don’t think they realized that that’s what they were asking. It gave me a very light feeling 
to put it right back. Kids basically were speechless. There was no other fallout [from the 
broadcast]. It has been four years now and kids still come up to me and ask so I think 
there’s a whole mystique and legend built up about me so that every new class of kids I 
face each September knows this about me or thinks they know something about me. It’s 
always in the back of my mind when I have to discipline a student about something and 
they’re a kid who has an ugly soul. I am still waiting for somebody to say something to 
my face. 
I guess because of my activism and my participation in Face to Face, which is a 
lesbian and gay speakers bureau, I had been contacted through the Family Planning 
Council and notified of the state wide hearings the Governor’s board was holding around 
the state, taking testimony around the issue of gay and lesbian kids in the schools. I was 
offered the opportunity, I was invited, to come and give testimony. By chance, the hearing 
date for this city fell on my birthday and I thought, “What a remarkable opportunity it 
would be to give testimony around such an important issue.” So I did it and I talked about 
the atmosphere in school, that it’s pretty homophobic and it’s no longer OK to harass or 
discriminate or name-call certain groups, but everybody hates faggots and dykes. These 
are just words used constantly and I mentioned the reaction the kids had after the “20/20” 
segment and how I had heard stuff behind my back after the segment that I had never 
experienced before. I felt unsafe. 
I also felt kind of unsafe giving testimony because at the hearing there was a school 
committee woman sitting in the audience. After I spoke I went right up to her and said that 
I was really impressed that she was there to hear these stories because kids from 
surrounding communities were really giving testimony and witnessing horrific stories of 
gay bashing and homophobia in the schools. She had tears in her eyes about what kids 
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were saying. She replied to me that the superintendent was very aware and very 
concerned. I offered my services. I haven't heard anything. 
Then there was the whole thing of being clunked with the reality that my name was 
going to be in print in this report and thinking to myself, “Ah, who is going to see this 
anyway?” It didn’t really matter at that point. I did it. It was done. It was out in air. So 
be it. It wasn’t too many years before that that the anti-discrimination law had been passed 
in the Massachusetts Congress. I remember there was a big celebration and a big thing in 
Faneuil Hall where there was a replica of the bill and people were invited to come up and 
sign it. The place was packed. I signed my name. That felt like a very courageous thing 
to do. So the report came out and I heard from some people who saw my name in it. 
I got another request from the Family Planning Council to speak at a training for 
workshop leaders about Safe Schools that was held at a local high school and I remember I 
got up and spoke and I was appalled that there was not one other teacher [from my school 
system] there. I remember basically challenging my city's Supervisor of Health and 
saying, “What are you going to do?” Finally she caved in and there was a training for our 
schools in January. The posting came through for that workshop and a couple of teachers 
came running down the hall waving it in my direction saying, “Look at this. Why don’t 
you go to this?” My original feeling was no, I don’t want to sign up to go to this! I 
wanted other people to work on it. Push came to shove. Time was running out and 
nobody put their name on it. Finally I said, “Yes, I’ll go.” 
There ended up being three of us and we became the task force for our school and 
we’ve been sort of limping along with not a lot of energy or time. There is an awareness. 
There’s a tentative plan but nothing major has happened in the building yet. I know there 
are some people who are aware but there are still some folks who insist there is no racism, 
no sexism, none of that at the school. These are usually your basic White males—they’re 
fine and they’re not prejudiced. My feeling is that if they refuse to see and acknowledge 
the racism that’s in their face, they certainly don’t have the capacity to believe that anyone 
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in the building could be gay or lesbian, maybe a teacher or two, but not kids. The rest of 
the faculty who do seem to be sensitive to issues of oppression in the sense of class 
oppression or sexism or racism, there are some people who have an elementary 
understanding or perception of what is going on, they might be aware that when kids use 
the words faggot, queer, and sissy, that there is something wrong there, that it’s not right, 
but I am sure they don’t know quite what to do with it. 
The task force has put together a plan. We want to make a presentation to the 
faculty first, which should be really interesting but it would have to be very carefully done 
because there is this population of folks on the faculty that are just nay sayers or dinosaur 
brains. We want a clear policy in writing of what’s to be done to any student who harasses 
or abuses another student on the basis of race, class, gender, national origin, religion, 
sexual orientation. I presented that to the SCDM team as a recommendation from our task 
force. I asked that the SCDM team request that the city-wide school handbook address the 
issue and include sexual orientation in its discussion of harassment and abuse. Lastly, I 
had worked on a project with a sixth grade teacher which was a student handbook that was 
written by students to include at least a little blurb about name-calling in general and that it 
is just unacceptable. The way that I presented those proposals or ideas was coming totally 
from having my feet squarely based in the law which states that everybody in a public 
school has a right to a safe place. 
I [feel safe at school] because when I am at school I am a teacher and I’m in those 
shoes and I’m in that head place so the things that I do come directly out of my 
“teachemess,” and I don’t often think in terms of the fact that I am a lesbian in a school. I 
tend to just go right ahead and do the “teacherly” thing. Frequently I will be brought up 
short and make sure that I am not alone in a room with a girl. I have a natural inclination to 
touch people and kids, but I don’t touch girls. There are some kids who, if I have to talk to 
them about behavior, I may not be as much of a screaming skull and I might not be as loud 
because I see a look in their eyes that tells me that they could be the dangerous one and it’s 
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quite possible that I could do or say something that would make them just go off the deep 
end and start yelling and screaming, “You lesbian,” at me. After school I’ve walked by 
one of the late buses and as soon as I walked by kids have called out, “Lesbian, lesbian,” 
and that has never happened before and it happened this year. It was the same damn kids 
that when I walked by the bus and they were hanging out the window, I said, “Hi, how are 
you doing?” It was the same two. 
I think I am as far out as I can be without wearing a sign around my neck because 
of my outspokenness, because of the kind of comfortable clothes that I wear, the fact that I 
mention stuff about sexual orientation, the fact that I interrupt kids and say that no kind of 
name-calling is acceptable. I don’t feel violence being done to my person because I am a 
lesbian. I feel violence being done to me is just inherently very possible everyday in a 
public school because you don’t know who is carrying what and who may have had a very 
bad night and all they need is this White woman in their face about something. That’s just 
a general reality of public school. I do worry about violence being done to my career and 
reputation as a teacher by some kid who is pissed off at me or is working on a grudge 
about something. 
There might be a little bit of a difference [in me now than a couple of years ago] due 
to the fact that I am out to more people, even explicitly and because of that and because of 
the people who are on the Safe Schools Task Force and who know about the Safe Schools 
business, there is a degree of more comfort that I feel with folks knowing that I am lesbian. 
More folks know and it’s no big deal. I have heard third-hand comments but nobody has 
ever said anything to my face—no anonymous crap in my mailbox—none of that. 
It’s classic. The more people become aware of issues, for some people it just 
makes things seem more dangerous. I can fully imagine people coming back to a school 
from a workshop and training about Safe Schools and wanting to involve other people and 
there being a gay man or lesbian on the faculty who absolutely is fear-stricken and 
wouldn’t approach a sign up sheet or a meeting or would have nothing to do with that 
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because it’s just so scary. It depends on where you are in your own growth or in your 
own career. 
[With regard to students’ safety], I think the only thing I can do is speak for those 
kids around me in my classroom and my little section of hallway. I am sure they don’t feel 
safe in the locker rooms, in gym, outside at lunch, in the hallways. If I ever hear anything, 
I do the “three second” intervention because that’s all the time you have: three seconds, 
especially if you’re dealing with a kid you don’t know. But I can imagine lots of verbal 
harassment flying around and shop teachers or other teachers just not knowing what to say, 
how to handle a situation like that. [Some of them don’t want to]—they probably use the 
words themselves. 
I think [the Safe Schools Program] will continue to do little positive things. It is 
going to be interesting in the next couple of years with the issue of gay marriages coming 
up, and legislation, and the Christian right fighting that. There are tiny little pockets where 
little by little you can’t even say the word in the school much less make anybody feel safe 
about it. So it seems to be that, as always, there is a balance in the world. There are the 
little pockets of awareness and protection and information happening and understanding 
happening and learning going on to lead the way out of ignorance and stereotyping and 
hatred, but, the balance in the universe is, there will be small places here and there where 
[they] will legislate and insure ignorance and darkness and stereotypes and prejudice and 
misinformation. It’s like a balance. The more there are out people, the more there will be 
knee jerk conservative reactions against them. There is some pretty horrible 
misinformation and outright lies being mass produced by the religious right and peddled. 
It’s very scary. 
As the information goes around and my reputation as being a lesbian teacher 
precedes me in every classroom that I walk into every Fall, it is very scary because they all 
know or think they know this thing about me. They are coming from lots of different 
backgrounds but I would guess the majority of backgrounds say that the thing they know 
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about me is a horrible, horrible, monstrous thing, that I am a lesbian. I think I can 
characterize myself as a tough teacher, as a very fair teacher, a very silly teacher and funny, 
and we do interesting things in my classroom and these kids have to deal with the 
dissonance that is set up between, on the one hand, knowing that I am [a lesbian], and on 
the other hand, seeing and getting to know me and realizing that I am sort of cool or at least 
OK. They have to make some sense out of that. The fact that I clearly present myself in 
front of the classroom as a person who is intelligent, has fun, is happy with my life— 
what’s the deal? What’s the problem? I am waiting for a kid to say this one thing to me 
because I have a great rejoinder. It’s a story that my friend tells. A teacher was correcting 
a kid and the kid said, “Oh you old lesbian,” and the teacher very quickly said, “Now 
Eddy, I’m not that old.” How perfect! 
Laura 
(Laura is a forty-eight year old White female who is a librarian at an urban K-8 
school. She is the coordinator of the Safe Schools Program in her school.) 
I was bom and raised in Detroit. I’m the oldest of three children. Both my parents 
were radical political. My father had been a union organizer before he was married. That 
was a thing you could be thrown in jail for at the time, in the early forties. My mother was 
involved in early civil rights organizing. I had a childhood that was influenced by the labor 
movement. I went to a union-run camp where I sang “Solidarity Forever” before I knew 
what the word solidarity meant. So that was one context. My mother taught in the Detroit 
schools for a long time, so another context was having a teacher in the family. When I was 
in high school I remember I was in the Future Teachers’ of America. I kind of had this 
picture of myself being a teacher. It changed over time. I didn’t know I was going to be a 
librarian. My parents read to me a lot. I was a book worm from way, way back. 
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I went to a high school downtown. The school drew from all over the whole 
metropolitan area. It was a science, arts and technical school. [I was a good student]-an 
“apple polisher”-the kind that is terrified to do anything wrong and very “teacher-pleasing” 
oriented. In junior high I got into music and started playing the flute, and then band and 
orchestra were the big focus for me in junior high and high school. I had taken piano 
lessons before that and it just didn’t take off but flute somehow was my own. My mother 
wasn’t shepherding me to lessons or overseeing my practice. I loved being able to make 
music. It was very crucial to me and very central in my life. 
Making friends was difficult for me. I had people that I would have called friends 
then but it wasn’t anything the way high school is [for most kids] where friendship is the 
primary focus. That was a real hard time. In retrospect, the first time it became really 
painfully difficult, my being lesbian (I did not know the word until I was in college, so 
that’s another piece), was having a crush on a clarinet player in the band in 9th grade and 
then it evolving into falling in love with one of the girls, another flute player. We were 
friends but she didn’t know how I felt. So it was entirely kept to myself and very painful 
when she went her own way in 12th grade and didn’t seem to want to be around me. 
It felt like [being lesbian] and some other factors in my childhood made it extremely 
difficult to feel like I was a part of any group. I was different in some major ways that I 
didn’t understand, so making friends with people my own age was extremely difficult. 
One of the differences was being gay and not knowing that. I didn’t have any language or 
any concepts. I do know that years and years later I looked back in my journals and found 
this entry that I had done in high school that said, “Isn’t there anybody else like me? Am I 
the only one in the world?” It was classic. I didn’t remember that I was that aware of 
struggling with it. I remember it to be more under the surface than that. 
I didn’t have any understanding of what I was going through. All I knew was that 
I had been in love and she kind of brushed me off. I fell into a horrendous depression and 
then sort of came to the realization very forcefully that I didn’t know how to make friends. 
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The people who were in the theater arts curriculum had this really tight group. They were 
just heart broken that they were going to be separated at the end of high school, and I just 
sat on the edge of it and was in anguish because it was like, “Hey, you’re upset because 
you’re going to lose this and I never had it,” and I realized I had no idea how to get it. So I 
went from there into college and emotionally that whole time was very rough. I look back 
and I wonder why I wasn't suicidal. I was in a high school that was eight stories high. 
What kept me from trying get out one of those top windows? How did I keep myself 
together? 
I went to college in Detroit. I lived down on campus in my own apartment in my 
senior year but I was at home [for the first three years]. It was mostly a commuter 
university. The boyfriend stuff--I went through some kind of motions in college around 
that but it never took off. I spent a lot of energy just trying not to think about it and not to 
deal with it because I kind of shoved that thing [with the girl] in high school away. That 
was a time of being very depressed. After I graduated I got a Master of Arts in Teaching. 
I was living in Dayton and doing my teaching internship and got involved with the 
American Friend Service Committee. After the MAT program I went to Boston because 
one of the bigger AFSC offices was in Boston and I had this idea of getting some kind of 
job with them. I ended up, in fact, starting this program, Vocations for Social Change, and 
at first it was a program of AFSC and then we went independent and raised our own 
money for salaries. 
The theme stayed with me, the difficulty in relating to other people. Three or four 
years after college it finally came together. I remember being at some big alternative 
lifestyle conference and seeing two guys from Gay Activists Alliance and they talked to a 
group. I went to it and was terrified and I knew that this probably related to me. I could 
read it in these books now but I didn’t have the guts to say anything to anybody. I was in a 
group in Boston called Vocations for Social Change and we were presenters at the 
conference. I was knee deep in all the alternatives stuff all the time anyway. I went to 
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the conference and was like, “Yea, I think that's what that stuff was about way back in 
high school.” 
I was recognizing something. By then I knew the word but I don’t know what I 
did with it in between times. I can remember there was a teacher [in college] who was very 
confrontive and aggressive with students. He was trying to do his power trip with a 
woman in one of my classes and he said to her, “You know you’re a lesbian don’t you?” 
thinking to flatten her. And she said very coolly, “Yes I know.” That stood out so clearly 
to me and I was like, “Wow, wonderful!” By that point I knew the word but I don’t know 
right now what the connection I made for myself was. 
I remember when I was in the work collective in Boston, I felt very attracted to one 
of the women in the collective and thought, “OK, it’s time to do something.” So I went to 
the women’s center and sat down with a counselor and it was like, “OK, I will come out at 
some point. I don’t know when. But this is clear.” My analogy is this filmy curtain went 
up and I could look back throughout my life and see the connections. I could connect the 
dots all the way back through kindergarten, things that said to me that I’ve been lesbian all 
my life and this is why I’m totally unexcited about dating these guys and why the dating 
ritual and everything else made no sense. And it was part of the distance in high school. It 
was like all this stuff everybody is doing socially isn’t me. I didn't have any reflection of 
me which is why the Safe Schools thing is so powerful for me. I look at the book, Young. 
Gay and Proud now and I cannot imagine what it would be like to have had that book in 
high school. It's like when I was a kid trying to imagine infinity. I just couldn't. 
I had no words, I had no language. In parallel, and this certainly has influenced my 
way of dealing with being lesbian, at the time I didn’t know I was an incest survivor either. 
Coming through adolescence being lesbian and being an incest survivor, and trying to deal 
with sexuality with those two things, I look back and I think, “My God, you handled it 
well.” But the other piece of that was from my survival instincts, given my incest 
experience: "Be invisible, don’t be seen, do what everybody thinks you ought to do," 
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which were very much the rules for being closeted gay. Those two kind of reinforced each 
other. There was also a piece around trusting anybody, which made friendships difficult, 
and which continued to complicate my life thoroughly after I came out. Coming out didn't 
solve the other piece and I didn’t know the other piece for another twenty years. The incest 
happened at such an early age that I didn’t have any conscious knowledge of it until a 
family event blasted it out of the water. 
[I worked in the collective] for three years. I got “collective process bum-out!” It 
was a major learning experience but it was in the early days of collectives where everybody 
had to make all the decisions together. [While I was working there] I recognized for 
myself [that I was a lesbian] and very shortly after that came out as in announcing it to 
other people and my family. 
The people in the collective were generally very supportive. This was, after all, 
prime counter-culture. I went and saw a lesbian counselor and as soon as I started talking 
to her it was like, “OK, yes.” She took me to the “1270.” That will remain etched in my 
brain. This was a gay bar that was twenty to thirty percent women. I had never liked bars 
before or since, but that night, walking into a place packed with gay and lesbian people, it’s 
one marker. It’s one thing that just stands out. I can remember what music they were 
playing! 
Beyond that I had a very hard time connecting with “the lesbian community.” I 
wondered, "How do you find lesbians to be friends with if you’re just using your sexual 
orientation as the basis?" This doesn’t mean that I have anything in common with just 
anybody else who is lesbian. I’d go to a DOB meeting and sit there and go, “Yuck, this is 
not something I’m interested in.” Eventually I was in a support group in the Cambridge 
Women’s Center that was for “recently out” women. We hung together after the group 
finished and I stayed friends with a couple of the people. I was in a women’s 
improvisational theater group, and as we were getting to know each other by doing 
autobiographies, one of the women was talking and talking and she was trying to get to the 
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fact that she and this other women were in a couple. When I got it, my chin dropped and 
she thought it was from horror, [but it was because I was so pleased and excited]. I said, 
“REALLY!” That was a good connection. Boston was a good place to come out. 
It was interesting, my mother’s reaction [when I came out ] was, “Well, why 
would you be scared to come out to us?” And I said, “But Mom, friends of mine have 
been disowned.” It turned out that after she died I learned from a friend of hers that she 
had problems with my being lesbian, to the point where she was in the Boston area but 
didn’t let me know and didn’t visit, and she had never told me. I know numbers of people 
who initially had a hard time [with their parents] and kept trying to work on it and 
eventually their parents became supportive or at least accepting. I never had a chance to 
work on it. 
My father was trying to be supportive in his uninformed way. The first year after I 
came out to them he became the clipping service for the Detroit News on anything gay- 
related so I’d get this clipping of a gay male restaurant, and I’d think, “What’s this got to 
do with me?” I couldn’t appreciate his efforts at the time. I just felt like, “Boy he doesn’t 
get it.” But this was his way of saying, “See, I’m thinking about you.” My brother sent 
me a calendar of mostly gay male stuff. 
One time [my father] did something that I thought was very sweet. My sister lived 
on Long Island and she had Thanksgiving and I came down with my friend (we weren’t 
identifying as a couple yet) and my father came. Afterward he sent my friend a Christmas 
present. He sent me a present and he sent her one. That was a simple affirmation. And 
he’d ask about her. I thought that was kind of sweet. 
I was the closest to [my sister] at the time and she had the most negative reaction. 
She was at the University of Michigan and had been involved in some kind of a women’s 
theater group and I guess the majority of the women had been lesbian. She had formed her 
opinions about what it meant to be lesbian from this and so when she came to Boston to 
visit me with her boyfriend she assumed I’d hate her boyfriend because he was male. She 
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assumed I’d hate her because she was straight. And I was newly out and I am thinking, 
“Oh my God!” It horrified me at first. I wanted to say, “Well I won’t use the word 
“lesbian” or the word “gay” if this is what it means to people. Then later I realized this was 
[my sister] reacting out of her own situation and I said, “Wait a minute. That’s not where I 
am.” She eventually understood and has been very supportive. She has two children and I 
am very close to them. They are very aware to the point where the older one broke off a 
friendship because she heard this friend being racist and homophobic and making 
comments. My brother is in a Friends’ Meeting and is trying to get them to consider the 
possibility of gay marriages. I have a fairly supportive family now. 
[I left the Collective] after three years and I began teaching. The first job I had was 
director and coordinator of a cooperative play group. I was the teacher and the parents 
came about three days a week. Then I worked for three years at a nursery school. At some 
point I remember feeling frustrated that I was in the closet. There was some staff lunch 
type conversation about this place, the Fenway. My association with the Fenway was gay 
men cruising. They were talking about perverts there and I got mad and blew up. I was 
assuming they were calling gay men perverts and later I realized they were probably talking 
about flashers or other stuff. I got very upset and went in to the director and talked to her 
and came out to her and she was supportive but in a very removed way. I think I came out 
to my co-teacher the last two years. I had a sense that it made her a tiny bit uncomfortable 
so we didn’t talk about it. 
Then I worked at Harvard Yard Child Care Center. I think I was pretty much out to 
the staff and to some parents. It was a day care center on the Harvard University campus. 
It was a parent run cooperative. It was wonderful. I worked there for six years. I 
remember there was another woman on staff who was identified as a lesbian. I remember 
in the second year coming out to my team and I don’t remember it as a major issue. 
It’s harder [to be a gay teacher] in the same way that it’s harder anywhere where 
you’re routinely invisible; where during the lunchroom chatter about husbands and 
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boyfriends you’re routinely invisible. I think if [homosexuality] is not an issue that you 
know the school is comfortable dealing with, it’s difficult. It’s how you deal with 
routinely having to keep personal stuff [a secret], having to check it, having to not say 
things. One thing that gripes me is the situation where I’m supposed to be Miss or Mrs., 
(well, you can be Ms., but Ms. is somebody who doesn’t like to be called Miss), you have 
to advertise the fact that you're single or married. [You’re advertising the fact that you’re 
not socially in this.] 
They were giving a shower for a teacher at school. I have gay and lesbian friends 
who don’t have a problem with this, but I hate straight marriages. I hate the weddings, the 
ceremonies, the hoopla. They’re going around asking, “Will you contribute to this shower 
gift?” I say, “No, I’m sorry'.” I like her but I’m not participating in these rituals. It’s a gut 
kind of a thing. This is a little tangential, but I was a member of Mt. Toby Friends’ 
Meeting when they did their first lesbian wedding, and I was a part of helping prepare the 
meeting house. I was sitting in the meeting for worship for marriage and it was 
transforming for me. All I could think of was, “It’s possible.” I had lived all my life up to 
that point with the idea that, “No, I can’t get married.” Then all of a sudden, “Yes, I can.” 
Of course you can't have the legal stuff, but the social ritual and the celebration and 
affirmation were all there. Friends of mine were telling me about somebody they knew 
who was having a commitment ceremony or a celebration of their relationship, and their 
parents said, “Well, we’ll try to make it.” Finally they started calling it a wedding so that 
people would get it and say, “Yes, OK.” You don’t say, “Well, I’ll try to make your 
wedding.” Yes, it is harder to be a gay teacher in that it’s harder to be gay. It’s like it gets 
to me. This is a choice? Why would we choose? (silence) 
I came from the Boston area to here in 1983. I worked mostly on my folk song 
library for the next eight or so years. I did radio shows. I worked on this trying to get it 
so that I could get some kind of salary. At some point I had to say OK, this isn’t working. 
I went back to school and got my library degree. I really wanted to be a librarian in a 
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school because of the captive audience idea. In a public library you can only work with the 
people that choose to come in, whereas in a school you have everybody and you have a 
much better chance of influencing the kids that wouldn’t otherwise get it. I got my 
certification in 1993 and got the job I have now. I’ve been in this school system for three 
years in the same school. 
Currently my greatest fear has to do with the craziness of the administration in my 
school. It hasn’t been a lethal place to come out, this city. There are administrators and the 
superintendent who are supportive. The Safe Schools Task Force has received a fair 
amount of support. It hasn’t taken off yet but there haven’t been radical right groups 
springing out, protesting madly. 
[My lack of fear of participating in your study] I think might have a lot to do with 
the Governor’s report and the movement of the Safe Schools, because I’m realizing that 
what it has done for me in just the last two months says something about how it works. I 
heard that the Director of Health had put in this proposal. I finally went to the board where 
the postings are and found it and there were two postings, one for the leader and one for 
the committee members. I submitted one for committee members. It turns out I was the 
only one who submitted one from my school so I was promptly put in the leadership 
position. When I submitted my name, part of me thought, “Are people going to think I’m 
[lesbian]?” That was scary. So at the time I thought, “Well, I’ve been vocal about racism 
and all this multicultural stuff. This fits in. Maybe it won’t be so obvious.” 
I got told I was the leader and there was nobody else, so the first thing I had to do 
was recruit some people to work with me. First I went to people that I knew to be 
sympathetic and they were all so over-booked it was impossible. There is another person 
on the staff who came out to me about a year ago when he heard that I was trying to find 
gay teachers to join GALE (Gay and Lesbian Educators). He didn’t feel like he wanted to 
be part of it. He was leaving the school. I went to the counselors [and they were too 
busy]. Given the climate in school, I understood it totally. So I started approaching new 
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teachers. One clearly was very uncomfortable but couldn’t say anything. He was like, 
“Well, I’ll think about it.” Somebody else I approached said, “Well, I don’t agree with 
this.” I said, “This is about preventing name calling. It’s not about promoting anything. 
It’s about making sure the students who have this orientation feel safe.” So I did my first 
little on the spot education and I realized that that was what I was going to do. I 
approached somebody else and his first question was, “Are there any?” I thought, “OK, 
you’re getting the scope of what’s needed here.” 
I finally got two women, both new, one a first year teacher. She came with me to 
the training and the other couldn’t make it. I realized in the training that stuff was coming 
up for me. “Do I make it clear to this group that I’m a lesbian?” There were a number of 
people in the room who knew. Finally we were in the middle of a really intense exercise 
and there was a break and I turned to my colleague and said, “I need to tell you, I’m 
lesbian.” She didn't react much. She said, “I’ve got a lot of friends who are lesbian.” It 
was clear from what she said as we talked about other things that at that point it was a part 
of her social picture. Later she said some things that made me realize I had been assuming 
some things about her knowledge and sensitivity, and at some point it became very clear 
that there was a level that she didn’t get. 
I had come out in a previous workshop without thinking it through, just deciding 
on some level it’s important to be out. Several people complimented me on my bravery. It 
felt like, “OK, now what do I do with this.” There was nothing. I couldn’t do anything 
with it. It was almost as if I got a negative reaction. Now the focus of this workshop 
[today] was on the students and I thought, “God, what’s it like for a lesbian teacher? 
What’s it like for a teacher who’s been in the closet? Where is this piece?” The irony of it 
is that we know the students’ safety depends on the teachers being able to come out. They 
share the same environment and if the teachers feel threatened enough not to be able to 
come out it makes it very difficult to really be affirming of the students. But the power is 
when somebody can say, “Yes, I’m lesbian,” or, “I’m gay,” and that can be worked 
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through at all the levels and with the various people as a given and as a model. I just 
thought, just now, what if somebody had been out [when I was in high school]. It would 
be totally inconceivable in 1960, just totally inconceivable. 
So the three of us [at my school] got together to talk about what we needed to 
present and what we’re doing and how we do this. We got one of the counselors to sit 
with us and think about it. I had given myself this pep talk about how I’m not necessarily 
going to be identified as gay by doing this, though it seemed horribly obvious. And all of a 
sudden the fact that I almost always wear pants to school and have short, “undooed” hair, 
and wear no make-up just was glaring. Afterwards I realized it isn’t as screamingly 
obvious as I thought it was. 
One of the teachers said she went to Northampton and went to this bar and there 
were lesbians there and it was really interesting to watch them, not that I’m prejudiced or 
anything. She came up and looked at a Safe Schools announcement I had on my desk and 
said, "Is this one more thing that we are going to have to teach?" She didn’t even know 
what it was, in fact. I knew this was going to be the reaction of a lot of people; one more 
thing they weren’t consulted about. Our committee has to say, “Here is the information we 
have available. If you’re interested, get in touch with us.” We are not saying, “Hey, here 
is some stuff you have to do.” We talked about the importance of countering name-calling 
and the safety issue. The thing that makes me discouraged is the fact that the climate of this 
particular school is so much out of control and on overload for most of teachers. 
The more personal it is, the more immediate it is for the teachers: if they know 
somebody who is gay, if they know that a parent in their class is gay, if they have a gay or 
lesbian friend. The more immediate the issue is for them, the more real it will be. The 
school that I want to be in will be K-5. I would like to say down the road in that school, 
“There was isolation for me [when I was] in grade school. I had some level of awareness 
that I was different.” And you’ve got the message-everybody is straight, this is all that 
exists, there is nothing else. And when you come into your teens, if you don’t have 
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anything else--I can see that being the strength and the reason for putting myself out. I 
think it changes things sort of exponentially. 
There was something that happened just this week that was related to this teacher 
saying to me, “Oh God, another thing to teach.” I was talking to an eighth grade teacher 
who started telling me how she had had to handle something in her room just the other day. 
There is another teacher at the 5th grade level who is gay and closeted. There had been 
some kind of conflict between his 5th graders and the 8th graders. He came to the 8th 
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grade to say something to them about it. This slow, kind of “out of it” kid raises his hand 
and says, “This is nothing personal, but are you gay?” She said, “If it’s supposed to be 
OK, then how can I tell him it’s not OK to ask that question?” I said, “Look, let’s talk 
about this.” I lent her a film and said, “Maybe you can show this to the class and discuss 
it.” I gave her some information that might be useful to her. I thought, “How would I 
handle this if I were in the classroom?” That’s the kind of thing where I don’t care what 
time it takes. I’m going to figure out how to do this. 
But I feel like I’m doing what I can do in the moment. I’m learning. My model for 
teaching is, I can get a small amount across to the students, but I usually learn far more 
than they do. I’m grateful for this interview because it is helping me look at the process. 
In some ways some of the things I’ve done around this [program], I have almost not been 
able to think about. I’ve had to just go and do. [Because of the Safe Schools Program], 
you’ve got models; you’ve got the Commissioner’s report you can hand to somebody; 
you’ve got literature. You have things people can do to initiate this. It never ever would 
have happened at my school [without the Safe Schools Program]. There is something else 
here. I’ve done a lot in my teaching on racism, stuff around native Americans, stuff 
around disabilities, and to be able to do something like this that is so important to me, 
particularly in education—it’s monumental. 
211 
Conclusion 
The portraits presented in this chapter have given an identity to each of the 
participants by sharing information about their personal lives and about their work in the 
Safe Schools Program. The portraits also give insight into what it is like to be a gay or 
lesbian educator working in a participating school. Chapter V will present information 
grouped into common themes. The individual is no longer the focus. The focus is on what 
the participants have in common: what their lives have in common, what their work has in 
common, and what thoughts and feelings they share in common with each other. 
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CHAPTER V 
COMMON THEMES 
Introduction 
Although the ten participants in this study were a diverse group of gay and lesbian 
—♦ 
educators, common themes emerged from their interview data. This chapter will give a 
greater understanding of the participants through the examination of things they have in 
common as a group. Some themes are common only to the males or to the females. This 
will be noted for the reader. 
The intent of this dissertation study is to gather data to answer the question, "What 
is it like to be a gay or lesbian educator working in a Massachusetts school that participates 
in the Safe Schools Program?" Through the common themes in this chapter, the answer to 
this question will be presented. Although information about the lives and experiences of 
the participants prior to their involvement in the Safe Schools Program does not answer the 
question specifically, it does provide valuable insights which eventually give a greater 
understanding of the participants’ work in the program. It also adds a developmental 
timeline both for participants and for the Safe Schools Program. Another important reason 
for including the information related in Part One is that it is documentation of a definite 
need for a Safe Schools Program in the schools. The experiences of the participants are 
important indicators of the problems in the schools prior to the Safe Schools Program. 
They are an excellent preface to the participants’ experiences working in participating 
schools. 
This chapter is divided into four sections. Part One explores the backgrounds of 
the participants. Part Two delves into their experiences with the Safe Schools Program. A 
third section entitled, “Common Themes of Personal Struggles and Triumphs’’ has been 
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added to capture the participants’ human struggles that were not school-related, but that 
were, in many cases, life-threatening. This section also outlines some of the work that was 
done to accomplish a good feeling about being gay and lesbian and to learn strategies for 
dealing with heterosexism and homophobia. It is hoped that the information provided by 
the inclusion of Part One and section three will help the reader understand the “whole” 
participant and give a greater depth to their lives and to their struggles against heterosexism 
and homophobia. 
Parts One and Two and section three will include a cross-reference between the 
common themes of the participants and the literature that was reviewed in Chapter II 
(Related Literature) of this dissertation. Some parts of Chapter II are repeated in this 
chapter. The intent of this cross-referencing is to help draw comparisons and correlations. 
In some cases there will be a positive correlation, but in some, there will be a negative 
correlation. 
Section four of this chapter, entitled “Conclusions,” will provide just that—a brief 
discussion of the information included in this chapter and some conclusions drawn from 
the common themes. The common themes will be discussed in terms of the original 
dissertation question, "What is it like to be a gay or lesbian educator working in a 
Massachusetts school that participates in the Safe Schools Program?" 
In order to understand the experiences of the participants in this dissertation, it is 
necessary to understand oppression theory, specifically heterosexism, and identity theory. 
From Chapter II (Related Literature) it was pointed out that oppression is a system where 
members of a more powerful social group or dominant group benefit from their 
membership in that group at the expense of members of the less powerful social group or 
subordinate group (Baker Miller, 1992). Social identities define these groups and can be 
divided into categories such as gender; race; class; sexual orientation; religion; age; and 
emotional, physical and mental abilities (Baker Miller, 1992; Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). 
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Misinformation about each group is taught and reinforced through socialization and 
cultural beliefs, keeping dominant groups in the power positions and subordinate groups in 
the lesser positions (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). This process is begun by parents and 
family and is continued in school, church, through literature, television, movies, and our 
social and political institutions. This fosters self-perpetuating oppressions (Jackson & 
Hardiman, 1988). 
The dynamics of oppression force the subordinate group to live in a reality that is 
defined by the dominant group (Baker Miller, 1992; Freire, 1972; Jackson & Hardiman, 
1988). The subordinate group is treated unequally and is considered and labeled 
substandard (Baker Miller, 1992). It is forced to perform the less valued tasks in the 
society, saving the most valued tasks for the dominant group (Baker Miller, 1992). Its 
members are victims with limited ways to change their situation (Baker Miller, 1992; 
Freire, 1972; Goldenberg, 1978). Stepping out of this defined reality could mean ridicule, 
social degradation, legal penalties or actual physical harm (Baker Miller, 1992). Being 
different from the norm set by the dominant group could mean a lifetime of negative 
consequences (Baker Miller, 1992). 
Heterosexism is a form of oppression wherein the dominant group is heterosexual 
and the subordinate group is homosexual. To assume that heterosexuality is the only 
correct sexual orientation is to be heterosexist. Heterosexuality is compulsory for full 
membership in the dominant group: 
[Heterosexism] is a political institution: a set of assumptions that empower 
heterosexual persons . .. and exclude openly homosexual persons from social, 
religious, and political power. It is a system of coercion that demands 
heterosexuality in return for first-class citizenship. It is a system that forces 
homosexual persons into silence concerning the majority of their lives. 
(Mollenkott, 1986, p.14) 
Homophobia is the irrational fear and hatred of people who love and have sexual 
relationships with people of the same gender (Pharr, 1989). Homophobia is the glue that 
holds heterosexism in place, frightening everyone into their "correct" gender roles— 
heterosexuality. 
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In Chapter II (Related Literature), identity is defined by Johnston (1978, p.27) as 
"what you can say you are according to what they say you can be." This assigns both a 
personal and a societal component to the definition of identity (Eliason, 1996). When the 
personal component and the societal component agree, there should be very little conflict 
surrounding identity or few problems with the management of that identity. When there is 
a social stigma attached to one's identity, this can sometimes cause conflict within a person. 
We are raised to assume a heterosexual identity (Rust, 1993). To identify oneself as 
homosexual, a contradiction between the initial heterosexual identity and one's own 
psychosexual experience must occur (Rust, 1993). The identity one is comfortable with is 
not always the identity society would allow for that individual. 
Using these descriptions of oppression, heterosexism, and identity theory as lenses 
through which to view the common themes of the participants, it is possible to understand 
the full magnitude of their experiences. The system of oppression created many of their 
experiences. 
Part One: Backgrounds of the Participants 
Although each participant is a unique individual, there are many things about their 
lives they share in common. Common themes seemed to center around the social identities 
of gender, race and sexual orientation as well as around religion and educational 
background. The common themes in Part One are headed by the following titles: 
Awareness of Difference, As Victims of Stereotyping and Homophobic Acts, Problems 
With Self-Acceptance Due to Heterosexism and Homophobia, Information Regarding 
Gender Roles, Lack of Role Models, Coming Out to Family, Process of Self-Acceptance, 
Influence of Religion, Reasons for Becoming an Educator, Feelings of Fear Related to 
Being Gay or Lesbian, Identity Management at School Prior to the Safe Schools Program, 
Experiences at School Due to Heterosexism and Homophobia, Challenging Homophobia 
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and Heterosexism Prior to the Safe Schools Program, Coming Out at School Prior to the 
Safe Schools Program, and The School Environment Prior to the Safe Schools Program. 
They are ordered as closely as possible to the way the majority of participants introduced 
them in their interviews. 
Awareness of Difference 
Children know what we have taught them, and we have given clear messages that 
those who deviate from standard expectations are to be made to get back in line. 
The best controlling tactic at puberty is to be treated as an outsider, to be ostracized 
at a time when it feels most vital to be accepted. Those who are different must be 
made to suffer loss. (Pharr, 1989, p. 17) 
Most participants described a time in their lives when they came to the realization 
they were different from other children their ages. The degree of difference and whether it 
was noticeable to others defined the consequences they endured. For some participants the 
realization took place at an approximate age. Most early awareness centered around having 
traits that appeared to them to be different than those of their friends of the same gender 
although they didn’t always understand what that meant until an older age: 
I think at a very young age I realized I was a little bit different from most of my 
friends. And the fact that I knew I didn’t —I mean I liked guys as friends and stuff 
but, I knew it wasn’t the same type of thing my girlfriends were talking about. 
That just didn’t relate to me in any way. I didn’t know what it was until middle 
school. (Keri) 
As I said, I think at some level I was aware [of being different] right back to when I 
was five years old. I don’t know if I could have explained that at the time but I 
sensed that I did not fit in with other people, with the kids in the neighborhood who 
played baseball and even just rough-housing together. I didn’t want to do any of 
that and I felt scared a lot of the time. (Peter) 
I did not fit into the male stereotype. It was not a good fit for me and I knew that 
from the beginning. (Robin) 
Some differences were pointed out to the participants by their peers in a very hurtful 
way. Again, the differences seemed to be related to not fitting into the mold of a 
stereotypical model of a boy or of a girl: 
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My first recollections of being gay -not being gay per se, but starting to 
recognize that I was a gay man—were maybe when I was five or six. I found 
myself to be extremely feminine and my peers in school pointed that out to me but I 
didn’t know what it meant.... Growing up with the kids calling me names, I 
started to become very withdrawn. (Carlos) 
For some participants, when they identified the difference specifically as being gay 
or lesbian, the realization was confined to a specific moment in time that was so 
monumental, they remembered it in detail: 
... I recall when I was fourteen I was coming from church one evening, it was 
about 7 o’clock at night and it might have been early Fall, and I was just thinking 
about it. And I said [to myself], “All these feelings that I have, really I think I’m 
gay.” (Carlos) 
For other participants the realization of being gay or lesbian was a process over time: 
But right around that time, around forty years old, my life changed. I had met 
someone who I just started talking with and one thing led to another. Eventually 
she kind of came on to me and I realized this was what I was all about and I didn’t 
know it before. It’s like I got belted over the head and woke up and started 
educating myself as to what this was all about. Before then I didn’t pay any 
attention to it. (Kelli) 
All participants experienced an awareness of being different than friends of the 
same gender. Differences are not allowed in an oppressive society (Jackson & Hardiman, 
1988), so this awareness was a negative experience, if not at a young age, then when the 
child grew older. Although the awareness itself was a personal and private reflection, the 
male participants sometimes experienced having their difference pointed out to them by 
other children. 
As Victims of Stereotyping and Homophobic Acts 
In the literature review it was stated that stereotypes are generalizations about a 
group of people. It is necessary to remember that stereotypes are not based on truth. 
Stereotyping is a powerful component of oppression and of heterosexism. Being different 
than the prescribed stereotype can mean ridicule: 
It is not by chance that when children approach puberty and increased sexual 
awareness they begin to taunt each other by calling these names: queer, faggot, 
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"pervert." It is at puberty that the full force of society's pressure to conform to 
heterosexuality and prepare for marriage is brought to bear. (Pharr, 1989, p.17) 
Male participants in this study recalled incidents in their childhood when they were taunted 
by their peers for being effeminate or acting “gay.” The female participants, on the other 
hand, seemed to escape this, but only when they were younger: 
The kids would make fun of me and call me “girl” because I talked funny. (Carlos) 
I remember a friend of mine when I was in college, a woman friend who, one time 
when we were drinking, stopped me and tried to correct my laugh because she 
thought I laughed like a queer person. I will always remember that particular 
evening.... I met this [other] woman for the first time in fifteen years at the 
memorial service for this professor. But when I was in college, and again she and I 
were talking about something, I started laughing and this woman was none too 
subtle. She stopped laughing and her jaw fell and she just stared at me and I knew 
exactly what she was thinking. That was another scary experience for me. (Peter) 
Many participants shared experiences that were frightening and gave them very negative 
feelings due to the homophobic behavior of others: 
I do remember walking up a staircase in high school during the passing of classes 
and somebody saying, loud enough for me to hear and take note, “If you wear red 
on Wednesdays, that means you’re queer.” I remember feeling this hot rush of 
blood to my face and like, they knew, so I must have been wearing that color. I felt 
like it was a real, real bad thing. (Gabriel) 
One time I was painting in kindergarten class and the fire drill bell rang and we 
went out. When I came back in, someone had scribbled all over my painting. I 
remember standing there and wondering if somebody did that because they didn’t 
like that I played blocks with the boys. When I was in 5th grade it was the first 
time I knew anything about gay or lesbian. My best friend said, “You’re a queer.” 
I didn’t know what it was. I had never heard that word, but I knew by the way she 
said it that it was really bad. (Sally) 
Some participants were treated badly after it became public knowledge that they were gay 
or lesbian: 
At the time when all this stuff happened in my life there was lots of talk in the 
community like I contracted some disease while I was in California, so to speak. 
And people who were my friends no longer called to do things with me, partly 
because of the rumors that were going around that I was now a lesbian. This is 
what homophobia is all about. It’s like, try to destroy somebody. It doesn’t matter 
how good they are or what they’ve done. Try to destroy them because now they 
belong to a group of people. Now they are a little different so therefore destroy 
them. (Kelli) 
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As was previously stated, differences are not allowed or tolerated in an oppressive 
society (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). People who are different are punished (Pharr, 
1989). Nine participants experienced homophobic acts although the male participants 
seemed to struggle with consequences of their differences from a young age and female 
participants reported consequences later in life, from late high school on into adulthood. 
Problems With Self-Acceptance Due to Heterosexism and Homophobia 
Homosexual men and women belong to the most oppressed of all groups in 
society. For while other groups exposed to contempt and rejection can find in their 
own tradition sources of pride and self-respect, homosexuals are led to believe in 
the perversity of their own nature and deprived of the very ground of their self- 
respect. . . .People who are held in contempt by society; marginalized by custom, 
vilified by a vulgar or subtle language of exclusion, and judged as sick, as 
immoral, as perverts, will in one way or another internalize these judgments 
in the form of self-rejection and self-hatred. (Baum, 1974, p.480) 
We are raised to assume a heterosexual identity (Rust, 1993). To identify oneself 
as homosexual, a contradiction between the initial heterosexual identity and one's own 
psychosexual experience must occur (Rust, 1993). 
The male participants in this study shared incidents when what they had been taught 
about being gay made it very difficult to accept themselves as gay men: 
It was hard for me because I realized I was gay from fifteen or fourteen. But I 
didn’t accept it specifically because of the background that I had and I didn’t have 
any role models. At that time I didn’t know any gay people. And I was so into the 
church and worship that I didn’t want to accept it. I prayed to God. I did so may 
things in order to not be gay, and I had a girl friend and I lived with one for two 
years. And nothing was working. When I started to study the Bible, I realized that 
I can’t be myself against everything I’ve been told. I realized I was not comfortable 
being gay. (Jose Luis) 
I said [to myself], “All these feelings that I have, really I think I’m gay.” And 
that’s when it hit me that everything that I was brought up to be was, how shall I 
say it, what I was and what I had realized about myself was everything I was 
brought up to be against. I was brought up to hate gays. I was told that you could 
be a murderer, you could be a rapist, you could be a drug addict and all that 
was better than being gay. So it really became a shock. I didn’t want to be gay. I 
liked the feeling of liking somebody else but I did not want and could not accept the 
fact that I had a tag, I had a name, because that name was just so awful to me. It 
became a real struggle. I attempted suicide three times. (Carlos) 
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I do still remember going to [my new therapist] and saying on the first day, “I don’t 
want to be gay and if you’re going to tell me that I need to get used to being gay and 
come around that way then I don’t want to work with you.” (Peter) 
The female participants did not seem to have the same struggle with being lesbian as the 
males did with being gay men: 
I never had that second guessing, I want to be heterosexual, I want to date boys. I 
never went through that agony which was very good. I was worried at times about 
my parents finding out and what that would mean and losing the love of my parents 
and my siblings, but as far as self-hatred, I never had any of that. (Keri) 
The male participants had far more difficulty accepting their sexual orientation than did the 
female participants. There seems to be much more social pressure for males to conform to 
stereotyping than for females to conform; however, this may be unique to these ten 
participants. 
Information Regarding Gender Roles 
Socialization into gender roles compartmentalizes roles and traits, thus eliminating 
the natural development and expression of each child's personal qualities (Sears, 1987). 
Boys and girls are divided into masculine and feminine roles and traits such as aggressive 
and passive, intellectual and emotional, breadwinner and homemaker, thus making girls 
dependent on boys and valuing boys over girls. This not only promotes heterosexism and 
sexism, but it prevents self-identity and full human development for both males and 
females. 
Mollenkott (1989) points out that the heterosexist socialization process is much 
more harmful to females than males because of the promotion of dependency and the 
devaluing aspect: 
Although heterosexism hampers the development of all women and men and 
excludes self-affirming gay males and lesbians from positions of authority, I 
suspect that heterosexism is more harmful to women than to men. Teaching 
women that heterosexuality is compulsory is absolutely vital to maintaining the 
power men in general hold over women in general, (p. 15) 
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Without this aspect of socialization, sexism and heterosexism would not have the power 
that they do today in our society. 
There was some confusion over gender roles for both male and female participants. 
This seemed to be in part due to society’s stereotypic assignments of roles to both males 
and females. Confusion was felt at many different levels including feelings of being born 
as the wrong gender: 
Now that I think about it, in learning about myself there was a point that I thought 
that the feelings I had about men were because I wanted to be a woman. I couldn’t 
be a man having feelings for a man. I had to be a woman to have feelings for a 
man. That’s why I was kind of confused and thought I wanted to be a woman. 
When I learned more about being gay I said, “No I don’t want to be a woman. I’m 
a gay man. This is what being gay is all about.” I became very withdrawn and I 
was just battling with myself. And then when I realized that what I really wanted to 
do was like men and still be a man then it all started making sense. (Carlos) 
According to the male participants, boys seem to be affected by gender stereotyping more 
so than the girls: 
The kids that are out get hassled a little bit. The boy gets hassled more than the 
girls. I don’t know whether it’s because the city has a lesbian reputation or people 
have more difficulty with males or what. (Peter) 
There was this boy who was very effeminate. This past February I was doing my 
practicum as an administrator and there was a young girl who I could tell was going 
to grow up to be a lesbian. I felt really bad because the kids were always picking on 
the boy especially because he was a guy, versus the girl-nobody would pick on 
her. And I always noticed that if it was a girl, most of the kids would never pick on 
her—maybe at an older age but at a younger age they don’t. (Carlos) 
. . . stereotyping is much more strict, much narrower for boys. If you’re not into 
sports and do not like football you’re a fucking queer. (Gabriel) 
There is an indication among gay men and lesbians of a reversal of stereotypic roles 
assigned by society to males and females: 
I always would rather be outside playing and helping my dad and I hated helping 
my mom in the house. (Kelli) 
And especially with the background that my mother taught us, to care about people- 
-some people used to give me compliments that I was gentle and caring and I 
confused those with being called a sissy. And sometimes it made me act a different 
way just because I didn't want to show that humanity in me because a macho 
person doesn't do that. Don't cry—don't be sensitive—that changed all my actions. 
(Jose Luis) 
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When I was in Kindergarten we had started the day with play time and 
you could play anything you wanted. I always used to play with the blocks 
with the boys and all the girls did all the girl things. I knew I was supposed to be 
doing girl things and once in awhile I would try and they were boring so I would 
just go back and play with the boys and I thought, “I’m not supposed to do it but if 
people don’t like it, that's the way it is.” (Sally) 
Often the male participants in this study described themselves as “not into” sports and 
female participants described themselves as very athletic or tomboys: 
I think because I was athletic, no one really made fun of me. Actually I 
was admired by a lot of the other girls and the boys. I was one of the first people 
picked for a lot of the teams. They were just very happy with my athletic prowess. 
I think it is more acceptable to be a tomboy than it is to be a feminine man. You’ll 
grow out of it. It’s a tomboy stage, all girls go through it. They’ll grow out of it. 
It didn’t go away.... In college I majored in Health and Physical Education. Very 
stereotypical. I didn’t know it at the time. (Keri) 
I found it difficult to make friends, and I was not athletic and I can remember 
thinking that all my problems would clear up if I was only good at sports. I sort of 
equated success in life with being good at sports and I was terrible at sports in 
school. (Peter) 
I was the first person in my family to go on to college in some kind of a profession. 
I went to be a math/science teacher and once I got to Bridgewater State College 
they told me I should be in physical education, I guess because of how I walked 
and acted and liked sports. (Kelli) 
A desire to dress nontraditionally and have short hair cuts was also indicated by the female 
participants: 
And all of a sudden the fact that I almost always wear pants to school and have 
short, “undooed” hair, and wear no make-up just was glaring. Afterwards I 
realized it isn’t as screamingly obvious as I thought it was. (Laura) 
I knew I was different in some respects because I never liked to wear skirts. I 
hated it when my mom would buy me fancy shoes and things. We’d always fight 
because I’d want to wear my jeans and cowboy boots to school and I couldn’t. 
(Kelli) 
I still like telling the story about the fact that I got into trouble for keeping a pair of 
slacks in the cloak room and when we would go out to recess I would stuff my 
skirt or my dress into the slacks and go out and hang upside down and climb and 
run around and kick the football. I was sent to the principal because of that. 
You’re not supposed to do that. You’re supposed to wear dresses and skirts and 
not hang upside down. So what I proceeded to do was hang upside down anyway. 
I collected an audience. You’re not supposed to show your underwear! I didn’t 
care. (Gabriel) 
Some female participants, as children, realized the inequities of being female and 
recognized the negative messages that were taught to girls: 
223 
I remember as a kid not liking being a girl. I saw the inequities very early on 
between boy children and girl children, not the least of which was, we had a pool 
when I was a kid and I couldn’t stand girls’ bathing suits. I finally convinced my 
grandmother, I whined a lot, that I wanted a boy’s bathing suit and I remember one 
early summer day my grandmother came to visit with us with, indeed, a boy’s 
bathing suit and I wore this bathing suit until well after I shouldn’t have worn it 
anymore. It didn’t fit. My brothers would tease me about wearing the boy’s 
bathing suit. They would call me a nudey and make me feel bad for being 
comfortable with my body. That was part of the inequality that I observed as a 
little one about being a female. There were very few choices in being a girl child. 
You were supposed to comply and be inactive and not like your body. (Gretchen) 
Although Mollenkott (1989) has stated that the socialization process or gender 
stereotyping is more harmful to girls, this view might be challenged after reading the words 
of the participants in this study. Perhaps heterosexual males are not affected as greatly as 
females, however, the gay male participants, as expressed through their words, seemed to 
be very much affected by gender stereotyping. This might indicate that the issue of the 
effects of gender stereotyping on males and females may vary with the sexual orientation of 
those males and females and may need further study. 
Lack of Role Models 
There are very few adult role models for gay and lesbian students because of the 
fear of teachers and counselors to be labeled gay themselves. This is a powerfully negative 
message to gay and lesbian students which severely affects their self-esteem and is a way to 
enforce heterosexism and perpetuate homophobia. It is also a message to gay and lesbian 
educators that they must hide their sexual orientation or be victims as well (Governor's 
Commission Education Report, 1993). 
Many participants, especially male, described growing up with no role models to 
help them understand their sexual orientation: 
There must be somebody in my family [who is gay] but, as far as I know I don t 
know anybody there—in such a big family with so many cousins and so many 
uncles-I don’t know of anyone else. (Jose Luis) 
[One thing has] been a big disappointment. I was a student once a long time ago 
sitting in these same classrooms and those teachers are still there that were once my 
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teachers. Now I’m finding out that after all this time they’re closeted homosexuals 
and it angers me that I used to look up to them. They were my role models. Yet 
when I needed them when I was a gay student they weren’t there. (Carlos) 
I didn’t have any language or any concepts. I do know that years and years later I 
looked back in my journals and found this entry that I had done in high school that 
said, “Isn’t there anybody else like me? Am I the only one in the world?” It was 
classic. I didn’t remember that I was that aware of struggling with it. I remember it 
more under the surface than that. (Laura) 
My growing up years were very difficult on a number of different levels. One of 
the levels dealt with being a male and trying to figure that out and then another with 
sexuality. At that time (I think it’s probably true with most people during that 
period of time), there weren’t even words. I never heard them. Certainly I didn’t 
hear the word “gay.” I don’t even know if I heard the word “homosexual.” That 
was never defined for me. I can’t remember the first time I heard it. It was 
probably in reference to things not being appropriate. But in terms of there being 
gay people, I didn’t even know that was an option. (Robin) 
So I graduated from college in 1962 and I got married in the fall of 1962. I 
remember thinking at the time that I really didn’t want to do that, I wanted to be 
free. I think I was talked into it and thought that’s what I was supposed to do, so I 
got married. (Kelli) 
Eight participants expressed a need for role models when growing up and all participants 
indicated that there were no role models of gay men or lesbians for them when they were 
growing up. 
Coming Out to Family 
Harro's Cycle of Socialization (1983) demonstrates that an individual's 
development into social groups is influenced by the individual, institutional and socio¬ 
cultural levels of social context. Children start learning from birth what is expected of them 
as members of each social group. They are first taught by their parents and relatives, 
people they trust—their families (Harro, 1983). Their learning is reinforced when they 
attend school and study a biased curriculum and when they attend church and again learn 
through a biased view (Harro, 1983). 
People are socialized into roles as members of the more powerful dominant group 
and the less powerful subordinate group and the family is a big influence in this process. 
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Children who are members of a dominant social group learn it is undesirable to be a 
member of a subordinate social group while children who are members of a subordinate 
social group learn that they have less power and less worth. This is accomplished through 
the teaching and acceptance of beliefs based on misinformation or myths, beliefs based on 
stereotyping (classifying by using fixed norms for all members of a group), beliefs based 
on biased history, and beliefs based on incomplete information (Baker Miller, 1992; 
Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). This is also accomplished through the use of punishment 
and penalties for members of either group that do not accept their roles (Baker Miller, 
1992). Families teach these things to children. 
Positive personal growth occurs when self-perception and the perceptions of others 
are consistent (Kahn, 1991). This is why coming out is so important even though it is 
often difficult. Higher levels of mental and physical health are reported among lesbians 
who are out in all areas of their lives and feel they do not need the approval of others 
(Kahn, 1991). Less guilt is felt and more long term benefits, as compared to short term 
losses, are also achieved through being out (Kahn, 1991). 
Some participants received a negative reaction while others received a positive one 
when they were honest about their sexual orientation with their families. The type of 
reaction depended upon the individual family and what that family’s beliefs were: 
My mother knows that I’m gay. It’s not that I told her but she knows because she 
sent me a part from the Bible that God saved these homosexuals. When she came 
here this summer I said, “Mother, you want to ask me something. I can answer 
anything you want.” She didn’t. When I went three weeks to Puerto Rico, she 
said (when it got near five o’clock and I was going), “No, stay just a little more 
because I invited some people from the church,” and I said to my mother, “I don’t 
know these people. Why did you invite them?” And she said, “Because I want 
them to talk to you.” And I said, “Mother if they come here I’m going to take out 
my makeup and I’m going to start doing like this {he starts pretending to put it on 
his face}. She said, “OK, OK.” She knows. I don’t hide that from her but she’s 
afraid to admit it.... After one year my little brother came to live here. And at that 
time I had a lover that was a teacher. After three months of living with me-he has 
his bedroom and I have my bedroom with my lover-he came to me and said, “I 
realize that Joey’s gay but I put it in my head that you’re not,” and I said, “You 
lose your head because I’m gay.” He left here and went to live with my father in 
Chicago and he told my father and he called me and said, “You’re no longer my 
son.” That was seven years ago and I said, “The next time we talk it’s because 
you apologize to me and it has to be a direct conversation between you and me. It 
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can’t be on the answering machine.” For five years he talked to the answering 
machine until he got a chance to talk to me directly and then he did. “The only thing 
I ask of you is respect and if you don’t do that then. . ..” At the end he said, “I’m 
sorry. I’m sorry.” He never said I’m sorry because I told you this. We talk once 
in a while because I’ll never have that trust again. ... My mother cannot put in her 
mind where she failed, what she had done. It has to be that somebody raped me in 
order for me to be gay because that was the tendency back then in the seventies. 
“You grew up in a single family with a mother and sisters.” I said, "Mother it's not 
that. We were five brothers and only one sister. It's not anyone. That's me. I 
always felt that way.” (Jose Luis) 
I told my husband that I was a lesbian and this was difficult at first for all of us. 
Then, after a lot of conversation, and a lot of working this through, he became 
extremely supportive. He would say to our children, “Your mom’s no different 
now than she ever was. Why would it make a difference?” We got a divorce-we 
didn’t really explain it that much except one of my things was I wanted to be more 
free. My divorce may have been just as much that as it was my sexual orientation— 
a combination. (Kelli) 
Some participants were afraid to tell their families and then found it to be a positive 
experience: 
Coming out to my parents was without question the most difficult thing I ever had 
to do. I thought about it for months before I finally did it. I went to my parents’ 
house. My father was outside and my mother was laying on her bed. I went in and 
sat on the floor, which I used to always do—sit on the floor next to her bed, and 
we’d chat about different things. And she was going on and on about gossip and I 
finally—I knew all along what I wanted to say and it was so hard, I don’t think I 
could do it again—finally I said there is something I want to talk about and she could 
tell by the tone of my voice that it was serious. We do not have serious 
discussions. We talk about pleasantries only. I don’t know exactly what I 
said but I just said, “I want you to know that I am gay,” and I started crying. My 
mother was dead silent, and she was laying on her back and I was sitting on the 
floor so we were not making eye contact at all. Finally she said something like, 
“Well, don’t cry. It’s okay,” and she stared talking. When she gets nervous she 
starts talking about other people. And she said, “Well, they say Mrs. O_’s son is 
gay.” He is, actually he was in my class. I didn’t know that and I would’ve loved 
to know that when I was in high school. I felt closer to my mother in those 20 to 
30 minutes than I ever had. My only regret is that when I got up and she got up I 
wanted to hug her and that’s not something that we do and I didn’t have the guts to 
actually go and do it and I’ve always regretted that. It was like my one chance to 
do it. (Peter) 
The main theme among the participants seemed to be that they needed to maintain 
their positive feelings about themselves even when the message from their families was not 
positive: 
When I did open up to my parents—on June 28, 1989, while having dinner, it was a 
Friday, too-that happened my fourth year at UMass. I told my parents because of 
a rumor that was going around and I decided to tell them. My mother got very 
upset and it came to me having to move out. Now I think if that had happened at an 
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earlier age I don’t think I would be here right now. In that respect I consider 
myself having done the right thing in waiting. If I had told them back when I didn’t 
know anything and I couldn’t accept myself, not only would I not have the support 
from my parents but I didn’t even have the support from myself. The way I look at 
it now it’s not whether my mother or father get over it or not, I don’t care if they 
do. To me what matters is that I accept myself. (Carlos) 
Eight participants related stories of coming out to their families prior to the Safe 
Schools Program. The program was not a support system for their coming out to family 
and friends. 
Process of Self-Acceptance 
Despite the negative connotation society assigns a homosexual identity, 
psychological health, authenticity in interpersonal relationships and integration of 
personality are associated with the ability to be open about being gay or lesbian (Kahn, 
1991). To be personally healthy requires someone with a gay or lesbian identity to put 
themselves in a position which would allow society to define them as unhealthy. One must 
assume a resolution of internalized homophobia to achieve a positive feeling about being 
gay and lesbian (Kahn, 1991). Also, one must be ready to accept the possible ridicule of 
heterosexists in society when or if that identity becomes public knowledge. 
Positive personal growth occurs when self-perception and the perceptions of others 
are consistent (Kahn, 1991). Higher levels of mental and physical health are reported 
among lesbians who are out in all areas of their lives and feel they do not need the approval 
of others (Kahn, 1991). Less guilt is felt and more long term benefits, as compared to 
short term losses, are also achieved through being out (Kahn, 1991). 
Participants described self-acceptance as a process. This process led to more 
positive self-esteem and greater self-expression. It allowed them to be who they are, and to 
no longer be heterosexist, themselves. For some, the process seemed to include thinking 
and studying. Some went to counseling. Some stopped being involved with organized 
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religion. For some it was a combination. Whatever the means, the process seemed to be 
of the utmost importance for personal happiness and fulfillment: 
Two years before I came here I stopped teaching at a high school and started 
teaching at the American University. And I started being more free and less 
homophobic and started to have a real open mind about everything. That was a 
process. I think that the more I studied the more I opened. It’s a process. At that 
time I stopped going to the Church. I wasn’t being that person inside me. I had 
more time with myself. And my mind started accepting more and receiving more. I 
came to a point that I'm trying to satisfy myself. I've been behind bars for so 
many years that I think that I've paid all my dues. I don't have to please anyone. 
And sometimes it made me act a different way just because I didn't want to show 
that humanity in me because a macho person doesn't do that. Don't cry—don't be 
sensitive—that changed all my actions. My behavior changed. In the beginning I 
was trying to be straight and the more open I became, my behavior changed too. 
Now I can express myself without caring what people can see. If someone is sick 
and I cry, I don't care if someone sees me crying. (Jose Luis) 
I recall I wanted to start talking to people. I really wanted to open up because for 
years I just held it up inside and never spoke to anyone. I finally spoke to my best 
friend from high school and she brought me to a counselor and he told me it’s 
perfectly natural. After that I said, “OK, I think I’ll give it a try, and start pursuing 
this road.” And everything just kind of opened up with learning about myself 
and wanting to learn about myself and learning about issues and society. It was 
like a whole new development for me-learning to be gay—learning to be a gay 
Hispanic in society. It was just like an eye opener. It was like the civil rights 
movement in my life. (Carlos) 
When I moved to this city I had my weekend person and my night person and my 
school-day person. The last two years I was definitely two different people. I 
noticed it was getting harder and harder to do that. It was very difficult because I 
didn’t want to be the other person any more. I didn’t have to transform to go back 
to teach. I wanted to say, “My partner and I are going to Provincetown for the 
weekend.” I wanted to be able to say that. When I finally got RIFed the final time 
at my old job I said, “That’s it. I’m not playing this game anymore. The next job I 
get, I’m going to be right out there, right out front, and just deal with it. I’m 
getting too old to play this game anymore.” I never had a lot of tight friends that 
I had to worry about, disappointing. I had to be independent. I had to be my own 
best friend. I think that probably helped. I already knew I had to count on myself 
through most everything.... I wouldn’t care if you put my whole name right in 
the middle of your dissertation. I think I’ve changed a lot. I think my perspective 
has changed. I took a class and I think that, for me, started to change the whole 
way that I perceived what needed to be done. I believe that things have changed. I 
do believe they have changed for the better. I also think there's something that 
miraculously happens to people around the age of forty. I honestly believe that 
people become comfortable with who they are inside themselves enough to say, 
“So take me as I am or too bad. I’ll go find some other friends.” I’m too old to 
play this game anymore. I played that game in my twenties, I don’t want to play it 
anymore. It’s too hard. It takes too much time, too much thought and it takes too 
much energy. Been there, done that, don’t want to do it again! (Keri) 
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Somehow I got right to the edge and looked over and somehow was able not to go 
totally off the edge. Over the year or two of working with the gay therapist things 
started changing quite a bit. All kinds of things came out in therapy. I thought 
being gay was my biggest problem and then I came to realize that wasn’t a problem 
at all and I liked being gay over time. I worked on my upbringing and my parents, 
all kind of things. So being gay ended up being a tremendous gift. It allowed me¬ 
lt almost forced me—to examine myself which I’m not sure I would have done if I 
had been straight and had not had to confront the whole coming out issue. (Peter) 
Five years ago I went to the Quaker Lesbian Conference. I was not a Quaker but I 
had rediscovered my spirituality and it was quite deep and meaningful. I was 
talking to other women there who knew about people like Mary Daly, Starhawk, 
Carter Heywood, and Audre Lorde. They wrote about feminist spirituality. There 
was a huge gap in my life. When I started reading feminist spirituality I began 
to realize that the personal is political and that my spirituality couldn’t be just for 
me, it had to be about making the world a better place. (Sally) 
My analogy is this filmy curtain went up and I could look back throughout my life 
and see the connections. I could connect the dots all the way back through 
kindergarten, things that said to me that I’ve been lesbian all my life and this is why 
I’m totally unexcited about dating these guys and why the dating ritual and 
everything else made no sense. And it was part of the distance in high school. It 
was like all this stuff everybody is doing socially isn’t me. I didn’t have any 
reflection of me, which is why the Safe Schools thing is so powerful for me. I 
look at the book Young. Gay and Proud now and I cannot imagine what it would 
be like to have had that book in high school. It’s like when I was a kid trying to 
imagine infinity. I just can’t. (Laura) 
There’s nothing wrong, in my opinion, with having a different sexual orientation, 
and I’m very, very comfortable with that now. I always felt that it’s important what 
you do in this life and not what group people think you belong to. So I always got 
through this because I knew I was good, I knew I was a good teacher, I knew I 
was a great teacher and I knew I was a good mother and family person—it wasn’t 
putting me away. For me, it’s partly to do with my age I think, it’s partly to do 
with feeling secure in who I am, and it’s partly to do with feeling a social 
responsibility at this point—in feeling I might be in a position to be able to help. It 
was a big intellectual process [to get from housewife to coming out]. Again, my 
professor was at the top of this. I listened and I studied. I read books and I really 
paid attention in the social issues classes. Running away is not me. (Kelli) 
I started going out with men again and had a couple relationships, very good, fine, 
lots of fun, but no bells and whistles. I remember feeling after a while like it was 
a real charade. I felt like I was an impostor. I was acting like I thought I was 
supposed to act. I remember thinking in high school that I was acting like girls 
were supposed to act, like I was pretending. During these relationships at some 
point, maybe after two years, I remember feeling like I don’t want to do this 
anymore—this is just fake—and coming to the point were I was willing to risk going 
downtown and finding a queer bar by myself. I didn’t know anybody. (Gabriel) 
I included many quotes from the participants in this section. This is due to the 
importance of the topic. Later in this chapter the correlation between self-acceptance and 
the participants’ work in the Safe Schools Program will be discussed. It seems that having 
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a happy and healthy life also correlates with self-acceptance. It must be noted that this 
process of self-acceptance for eight participants happened prior to the Safe Schools 
Program and for two participants had begun prior to the Safe Schools Program. 
The Influence of Religion 
When considering homosexuality as a sin or as morally wrong, it is necessary to 
understand that the term homosexual was not coined until the 1890s and was not generally 
used until the 1930s. Homosexual behavior is described by psychologists as a universal 
part of sexuality. The term "homosexual" never appeared in the Bible. No manuscript, no 
extant text, not Hebrew, Syriac, Greek or Aramaic, contains the word. The recent use of 
the word "homosexuality" by English translators of the Bible is merely an example of their 
bias (Boswell, 1980; Pharr, 1989). 
Pharr (1989) talks of eight references to homosexuality in the Bible. She contends 
that these references have been interpreted incorrectly only since the early part of the 20th 
century. Before this time they had a different interpretation. 
The use of Scripture to express personal prejudice is much different from the 
interpretation of Scripture in accord with the spirit of love taught in all Scripture. "Careful 
analyses can almost always differentiate between conscientious application of religious 
ethics and the use of religious precepts as justification for personal animosity or prejudice" 
(Boswell, 1980, p.7). According to a report by the Episcopal Diocese of Michigan in 
1980, it is time to stop the use of Scripture that is not in harmony with an understanding of 
God we have learned from all Scripture, a God of love. 
The socialization process of boys and girls as supported and taught by the church, 
the defining of sexual relations that cannot produce children as being a sin, and only 
recognizing the nuclear family as the norm all serve to promote heterosexism within the 
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religious community and society in general. The privileges the church offers can only be 
enjoyed by and awarded to heterosexuals. 
For some participants religion was a major factor in their difficulty accepting 
themselves: 
I became an atheist because I realized that what was keeping me behind was the 
belief of religion. Everything I was taught to hate came from that and it was a very 
religious, a very Catholic doctrine. I learned to really resent it. And it has come to 
a point where I have learned to respect religion for what it is but I really wish to 
stand aside from it and have nothing to do with it-anything that has to do with God 
or a Saint. (Carlos) 
Ironically the person who responded the least well was my sister who I was the 
closest to as a child. But my sister was going through a process of being born 
again. She is now a bom again Christian and missionary in Brazil and is coming 
back to this country soon. And [she’s] very conservative Christian, Christian right 
all the way and very opposed to homosexuality. Basically we have lost each other 
as brother and sister. (Peter) 
My family was, and is, Christian fundamentalist. I was one for a long time. They 
hate gays and lesbians of course because we threaten the patriarchy. Although I 
bought into the religious dogma and the spirituality of it, I never bought into the 
“some people aren’t okay” part of it. That was one of the hard things of my life 
about being lesbian. When I was maybe twenty-four, my partner and I were 
involved in the church. Somebody figured out that we were lesbian and they asked 
and we admitted we were. They threw us out of the church. They told us that we 
were welcome to come and worship in the church if we would renounce our 
homosexual behavior or, if we promised not to act on it, we could continue going 
to that church but in no case could we participate with the choir even if we became 
celibate. (Sally) 
Four participants described themselves and their families as very involved in organized 
religion and all four described the struggle and the negative effects organized religion had 
on their self-acceptance process. 
Reasons for Becoming an Educator 
Most participants decided they wanted to be a teacher at an early age. It seemed to 
be a natural choice. Some had older role models. Some had family and others had favorite 
teachers who represented the kind of life they thought they should live: 
Once I decided I was going to be a physical educator in seventh grade, everything I 
did was geared for that. It may have influenced me to be a teacher because my 
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father was a teacher. I am a fourth generation educator. My grandmother was I 
don’t know what and my great aunt was an English teacher, my father was a 
business education teacher as well as a principal. (Keri) 
[My decision to be a teacher] was based on the wrong reasons. I think I really liked 
two woman that I had for Latin teachers and they were both single and neither of 
them ever married and I think I saw them as role models. I think I saw them as 
safe. I wanted to be like them because sex was something that just scared me 
because all I could think of was heterosexual sex and I didn’t think any other 
options were a possibility. And these women in my mind didn’t have sex. It has 
turned out that I like teaching a lot. The personality that came out in class would 
shock my family because they thought of me as a quiet kind of guy. It’s like 
acting. It matched my abilities. (Peter) 
I always wanted to be a teacher. It was scary just because I felt I was gay but it 
always was my goal. And nothing could stop me. I was hiding for so long that I 
felt I could hide some more. That wouldn't stop me from doing my job. And since 
I was fifteen I started teaching the kids at the church then I started teaching the 
younger kids. It's always been related-mother was a teacher, my second brother 
was a teacher too. I was always related to teaching. I like what I'm doing. It has 
been twenty years and I have no regrets. (Jose Luis) 
I knew maybe in eighth grade that I wanted to be a teacher. I know now why I 
knew that then, because there was an English teacher who was also a coach and I 
always worshipped her. I had crushes—I know that I had crushes. I realize what 
that was all about now but I didn’t at the time. I never had crushes on men 
teachers. So anyway, I decided that’s what I wanted to be. (Kelli) 
There seemed to be, all along in my life, just the assumption that I would probably 
be a teacher. My great aunt was a teacher. It just seemed like the thing I was a 
natural at. I taught swimming; I taught skiing. It seemed like that was what I was 
best suited for. It just sort of evolved without any conscious or serious plan. 
(Gabriel) 
All participants described themselves as very good at their profession. They did 
not, however, relate this as a defense against being fired if their sexual orientation was 
made public as was found in the data from previous studies (Griffin, 1991, 1992; Olson, 
1987; Smith, 1985; Woods, 1990). 
Feelings of Fear Related to Being Gay or Lesbian 
The life-destroying impact of lost jobs, children, friendships, and family; the 
demoralizing toll of living in constant fear of being discovered by the wrong person 
which pervades all lesbians and gay men's lives whether closeted or out; and the 
actual physical violence and deaths that gay men and lesbians suffer at the hands of 
homophobes .... (Smith, 1983, p. 8) 
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Gay and lesbian educators fear the loss of their jobs and sometimes their 
credentials, as well as fearing they will be targets for ridicule and social degradation. 
Heterosexism in the schools puts gay and lesbian educators and gay and lesbian students at 
risk. A safe learning environment for gay and lesbian students or a safe work environment 
for gay and lesbian educators does not exist in most schools (Governor's Commission 
Education Report, 1993). 
Many participants shared experiences of being afraid because of their sexual 
orientation. Some experiences were school-related and others were just from daily living: 
[I have experienced feelings of fear related to being a lesbian.] The first couple of 
times I marched in the gay pride march I scanned the roof tops looking for snipers 
and felt deadly serious in that fear. I guess I can remember feeling a more 
generalized fear when I was living on the Cape and living with my first woman 
lover. Her father was in the police department down there and everybody at that 
time tried to pass and act straight. I was in Orleans. Even being in Provincetown, 
walking in the streets, I remember no public displays of affection! I can remember 
when I first started teaching I had to sign a document that said something about 
moral turpitude and I can remember being really afraid that I would sign that and 
[have it] found out that that was a lie because I had been involved in a lesbian 
relationship and that was like sinful and illegal. I can also remember when I came 
back to the city, especially when I was doing my student teaching and started 
teaching, consciously saying to myself that the relationship that I had on the Cape 
must have been just a phase because it was very, very obvious that it was not OK. 
As the awareness had slowly become increased about gays and lesbians, mine had 
too. I just realized I can’t be a teacher and be a lesbian. (Gabriel) 
Eight participants related feelings of fear at some point in their careers as educators and nine 
participants related feelings of fear at some point in their lives outside the school 
environment. 
Identity Management at School Prior to the Safe Schools Program 
Because of heterosexism, having a nonheterosexual identity can cause loss of job, 
family and/or housing (Eliason, 1996). This creates a conflict between what identity is 
comfortable personally and what is comfortable within societal parameters. The identity 
one is comfortable with is not always the identity society would allow for that individual. 
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Because there often are no visible signs to indicate one's sexual identity, it is possible to 
deny a homosexual identity and avoid the societal sanctions (Eliason, 1996). 
Gay men and lesbians develop strategies to manage their sexual identity. As related 
in the literature review of this dissertation, in a study by Griffin (1992), gay and lesbian 
educators describe management strategies that fall on a continuum which includes four 
different categories. Strategies move from "passing," to "covering," to being "implicitly 
out," to being "explicitly out." "Passing" was defined as passing as heterosexual by 
changing the gender of pronouns, attending school functions with a date of the opposite 
sex or allowing people to believe one is heterosexual because of having been married in the 
past or having children. According to participants in the study, the problem with "passing" 
was the feeling of being dishonest. "Covering" was defined as trying not to be seen as gay 
or lesbian but not as heterosexual either. Participants in this category went to school social 
events alone, were careful outside of school to not be seen at gay social events or being 
close with their partner, were careful what they wore, and omitted gender pronouns. This 
category was perceived as not being dishonest or deceptive to colleagues. Being "implicitly 
out" was defined as being honest about relationships and personal life without a label. This 
included inviting people home for dinner with one's partner, talking about a partner by 
name, talking about vacations with one's partner, wearing symbols identified as gay or 
lesbian, but never actually stating a sexual orientation. Being "implicitly out" felt honest 
and safe. "Explicitly out" meant sharing a gay or lesbian identity with selected colleagues. 
This was the most dangerous strategy but the one with the greatest feeling of self-integrity: 
".. .personal and professional identities could be integrated and the need for secrecy and 
dishonesty among those with whom they were explicitly out was eliminated" (Griffin, 
1992, p.179). 
It was indicated in Griffin's study (1992) that gay men and lesbians often use more 
than one strategy to manage their identities depending on the situation and the people 
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involved. Some used all four at times. It was stated, however, that much energy was 
expended in this management process. 
Participants described using specific methods to hide their sexual orientation from 
the general population at school during the time period before they became comfortable and 
self-accepting: 
It’s a lot easier [to be a heterosexual teacher] so I would invent boyfriends and I 
would wear a skirt to school at least twice a week. I’d invent boyfriends and use 
fictitious names. Actually it wasn’t so much like that with other teachers, it was in 
the classroom and with the kids. I would talk about what I did on vacation or on 
the weekends and I would invent somebody. With other teachers I sort of just 
maintained like a lone wolf role for a long time until I got involved with a woman. 
Then in class I would still use fictitious male names. I sort of kept myself single in 
teacher gatherings. (Gabriel) 
I managed [being a lesbian and a teacher] with a lot of denial I guess and I just had 
to compartmentalize my life. At home I was who I really was and at work I was 
the professional with no personal life. At work I just didn’t talk about my personal 
life and that was really hard because I have a personal life. I used to wonder what 
people thought about me because everybody else used to talk about doing this or 
that and people mostly didn’t ask me. Sometimes I would say a little tiny bit but 
mostly I just couldn’t talk about my life. I felt like I gave the impression that I 
didn’t have one. At the end of the year there was always a picnic and at Christmas 
time there was always a party. So I didn’t go to those social events. I just stayed 
as professional as I possibly could. (Sally) 
I used coping skills [to manage my lesbianism at school] the last two years I was at 
my old job because I had started a relationship then. I think the big part of the thing 
is the pronouns--very noncommittal on pronouns. Never use “he” or “she” which 
is very tiring—“We went to the movies this weekend,” and making sure they didn’t 
ask who “we” was. (Keri) 
Participants felt it is harder to be a gay or lesbian educator than it is to be a straight 
educator in a public school: 
Friends of mine were telling me about somebody they knew who was having a 
commitment ceremony or a celebration of their relationship, and their parents said, 
“Well, we’ll try to make it.” Finally they started calling it a wedding so that people 
would get it and say, “Yes, OK.” You don’t say, “Well, I’ll try to make your 
wedding.” Yes, it is harder to be a gay teacher in that it’s harder to be gay. It gets 
to me. This is a choice? Why would we choose? (silence) It’s harder in the same 
way that it’s harder anywhere where you’re routinely invisible; where during the 
lunchroom chatter about husbands and boyfriends you’re routinely invisible. I 
think if [homosexuality] is not an issue that you know the school is comfortable 
dealing with, it’s difficult. It’s how you deal with routinely having to keep 
personal stuff [a secret], having to check it, having to not say things. (Laura) 
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Sometimes to hide it was necessary for participants to alter parts of themselves so nobody 
would suspect: 
Being a gay teacher is different from being a straight teacher. There's a part of your 
life that you hide inside. You cannot give everything you want to or in the way that 
you want to give it. Something is hiding there that you don't want anybody to see. 
And especially with the background that my mother taught us, to care about people- 
-some people used to give me compliments that I was gentle and caring and I 
confused those with being called a sissy. And sometimes it made me act a different 
way just because I didn't want to show that humanity in me because a macho 
person doesn't do that. Don't cry-don't be sensitive—that changed all my actions. 
(Jose Luis) 
[I changed some in other ways.] I think lesbians hug a lot, they hug all their 
friends good bye, they hug them hello. Women do hug their friends but it’s not the 
same type of hug or as long an embrace. And you go to say good-bye to someone 
[at school] and you go to hug them and [you back off] and you go, “see you later.” 
I think it’s more of a wall. You’re more of a statue when you talk to people 
because you don’t want to gesture. I also noticed that women don’t look other 
women in the eyes unless they’re lesbians. So you tend to pick up those 
mannerisms. You don’t look someone in the eye when you’re talking with them 
and you have more of this statue presence. And there’s at least three feet between 
you and the next person .. . .When I moved to this city I had my weekend person 
and my night person and my school-day person. The last two years I was 
definitely two different people. I noticed it was getting harder and harder to do that. 
For eight years [other teachers] assumed I was single. (Keri) 
When meeting parents or students outside of the school community it was 
sometimes awkward because of the perceived need to hide sexual orientation: 
When I moved here I met people in the [lesbian] softball league. What was really 
interesting though was when I went to the first softball meeting and come to find 
out I’m sitting across from a parent of one of my students in class. So, I’m ready 
to go underneath the table and I'm sure she was ready to go underneath the table, 
too, and I think we both realized at the same time that we were both there for a 
reason. (Keri) 
Nine participants hid their sexual orientation from everyone in their school 
community at some time in their careers. One was explicitly out from the beginning of her 
career. By the time the interviews were conducted for this study, all participants were at 
least “explicitly out” (Griffin, 1992). 
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Experiences at School Due to Heterosexism and Homophobia 
Curriculum that focuses in a positive way upon issues of sexual identity, sexuality 
and sexism is still rare, particularly in primary and secondary grades. Yet schools 
are virtual cauldrons of homophobic sentiment, as witnessed by everything from 
the graffiti in the bathrooms and the put-downs yelled on the playground, to 
heterosexist bias of most texts and the firing of teachers on no other basis than that 
they are not heterosexual. (Smith, 1983, p.8) 
Some participants related negative experiences at school due to heterosexism and 
homophobia: 
I was asked to go into the gym and check on this class for someone else so I 
walked in and this kid was off the wall. I asked him to come down from the 
bleachers, and he said, “No.” And again I said, “Come down here,” and he said, 
“I don’t have to do what you say, you lezzy.” (Kelli) 
Some participants anticipated negative experiences at school but they never happened or 
they were never sure if they were directed toward them: 
In school, I always thought some day I’m going to walk across the stage or I’m 
going to stand up in the gymnasium when I have to talk and somebody’s going to 
holler something about me, but they never did. The only problem I had was 
sometimes in the hall you always would hear (and this is one of the things we’re 
working on now), you always would hear “dyke,” “queer,” “faggot,” and all this 
kind of stuff going on, and on occasion I thought it might be directed to me but I 
didn’t know for sure. (Kelli) 
School officials sometimes displayed heterosexist and homophobic attitudes when carrying 
out school policy: 
I was only [at my new school] for five or six weeks before I got the memo asking 
me to start the Safe Schools Task Force. [Before this] nobody ever talked about 
gay or lesbian issues in the school district. I know that in one elementary school 
there was a lesbian couple which had a child in a primary grade and the kid was 
being teased. The parents wanted to go into the school to talk about what their 
family was like, but the principal said, “We don’t ever do anything like that.” [But 
we do.] A typical lesson in our elementary schools at that age level is to have the 
child be the star for the day and have the child’s family come in. I found out about 
this because the principal asked me to help keep it quiet so the couple would not 
end up making trouble. That was before I got the Safe Schools Program memo 
asking me to start the Task Force. (Sally) 
All participants told of at least one experience related to heterosexism or homophobia at 
school prior to the Safe Schools Program. 
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Challenging Homophobia and Heterosexism Prior to the Safe Schools Program 
Working to eliminate the oppression of gays and lesbians has not been a priority in 
our schools. "The task for socially responsible educators is to further human dignity and 
social justice in all areas-not just those that are currently in vogue or most convenient" 
(Sears, 1987, p.81). But who will do this? In the Governor's Commission Education 
Report, teacher Kathy Henderson testified: 
Most teachers, gay or straight, are afraid to speak up when they hear homophobic 
remarks. They feel it might put them at risk, that people might say, "What are you- 
-gay?” which remains a frightening question for most teachers to answer in the 
current climate. (Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993, p.22) 
In this way heterosexism is perpetuated. People are afraid to help the oppressed group 
because they will potentially suffer the same consequences the oppressed group suffers. 
Contrary to the Governor's Commission Education Report (1993), many 
participants in this study challenged homophobic acts even before the Safe Schools 
Program was introduced in their schools: 
I remember after the second year I was teaching here, I started using my first 
earring and the principal called me in and said, “Do you realize that you are the only 
[male] teacher here with an earring?” And I got so mad I said, “Isn’t that special— 
that means that I am unique,” and the next day I came with two more, the second 
and the third earring, and that was it. He let me alone and that’s what I had to do. 
(Jose Luis) 
I can remember a couple of guys who were really different and which is not say that 
they were young gay men, just early, before it was in they would dress all in black 
and they just weren’t like other kids. They were pretty much harassed. I can 
remember speaking to the principal about that and saying that they shouldn’t have to 
put up with that and they had a right to peace and quiet. Maybe if they were getting 
harassed down in the locker room down in the gym, maybe they shouldn’t have to 
take gym. The principal said, “Oh well....” just very old school, you can’t talk 
about it, can’t acknowledge the sub text of what is actually being said, although the 
kids were given media center instead of gym. (Gabriel) 
Eight participants reported challenging homophobia and heterosexism prior to the Safe 
Schools Program. 
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Coining Out at School Prior to the Safe Schools Program 
Gay and lesbian educators fear the loss of their jobs and sometimes their 
credentials, as well as fearing they will be targets for ridicule and social degradation. 
(Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993). In 1993 some participants 
were cautious when choosing to come out to colleagues or to the school population, 
however, some took the risk. Sometimes participants came out to colleagues who were 
friends at school while other times, for personal reasons, they came out to students or 
faculty or both and the results were positive. Coming out seemed to have to do with the 
level of self-acceptance each participant had reached: 
It was really hard [to be a lesbian and a public school teacher]. When I was in New 
Jersey I was totally closeted. In the nine years I taught in that school I came out to 
four people and one of them, the first one, was because at lunch one day she got 
right in my face and said basically if anybody was lesbian or gay it would be fine 
with her. So I came out to her because I figured it was safe. (Sally) 
When I started my first day I was right out there. No more hiding. I don’t really 
think [I was nervous] because I had gotten to a point in my life where I had said to 
myself, “If you can’t be out in [this city] then you can’t be out anywhere. I was 
just determined I was not going to play that game. I was too close to forty and it 
was like, “I don’t want to play this game any more.” I know that a few people 
were uncomfortable initially with who I was but they’ve all come around knowing 
me as a person. I just think that’s one other part of me. They have a husband and 
four kids—I have a partner and two cats. (Keri) 
After I had gone through therapy and was accepting myself personally, I decided 
that I couldn't stay in the closet for too much longer at school so I made a conscious 
decision. I decided that I would be just really honest about my life. I was going 
downtown with my gay friends and meeting students and I just decided I wasn’t 
going to try to pretend to be straight anymore. But, to push things along, I went 
out and bought a pink triangle and I put it on my car knowing that sooner or later 
someone would see it. So coming out at school was a difficult thing to do but it 
was easy after I did it. I mean, I really received very little negative feedback. I 
think one kid told me she had seen something written on a desk in study hall, 
something negative about me being gay, and that was it. I never heard anything 
and that was three years ago and to this day there’s been nothing negative at all, and 
I think a lot of positive stuff from it.... After I came out I had kids coming up to 
me and saying it was a really important thing to do. I had kids thank me for doing 
it. Then the paper did an article on gay issues at the high school about the time the 
Safe Schools Task Force was starting up and in that article they had mentioned that 
I had recently come out to my classes. So then it was like official. Then several 
parents called me up and thanked me. I met a mother on Main St. and she said she 
thought it was the bravest thing anyone at the high school had done. I received 
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dozens of letters in support from old students, alumni I never met, older people, 
former teachers. A teacher that I had in 7th grade came out to me in his letter saying 
that he wished he had been able to do that when he was a teacher. Three parents 
came out to me. It was an incredible experience. (Peter) 
I didn’t come out at my interview for this job. On the other hand, holding true to 
my form, I did not wear a dress or heels or anything like that. I did wear a well 
pressed pair of Dockers and a man’s shirt. I didn’t just come out and say, “I’m a 
lesbian and I’d like this job.” On the other hand, I wasn’t really hiding behind the 
stereotypical clothing. I’m pretty sure that when I was hired it was clear to the 
individuals who hired me. Once I was hired and in the school I very quickly let 
people know that I was a lesbian, just casually through conversation, referring to 
my partner at the lunch table or whatever. I never really said to anybody, “Hi, I’m 
a lesbian,” but it was clear to people I was, primarily because of my dress and 
because I would talk about my partner. (Gretchen) 
[I did that] almost until the early 1980’s when I got involved with a woman and just 
for the heck of it I started taking courses at the University and thought, “Maybe I’ll 
get the next degree.” As part of those courses I educated myself around oppression 
in terms of racism, sexism and homophobia. I began to understand history and 
began to risk at least in the teachers lounge and the teachers’ cafeteria saying, “She 
and I went here; she and I went there,” and consciously felt like I didn’t have a 
problem with being a lesbian. It was the other person’s problem and if they 
couldn’t handle me saying my partner, she, it was their problem. I was going to 
hand it to them and have them handle it and deal with it. I spoke consciously with 
my colleagues like that but not in the classroom and still not in the classroom. 
(Gabriel) 
It should be noted at this point that eight participants were out at least to all or some 
members of the faculty and two were “publicly out” (Griffin, 1992) before the Safe 
Schools Program began in their schools. 
The School Environment Prior to the Safe Schools Program 
In 1992, Governor William Weld of the State of Massachusetts created the nation's 
first Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth. This commission was designed 
to respond to the epidemic of suicides by gay and lesbian youth. In the Governor's 
Commission Education Report (1993), the environments of our schools in Massachusetts 
with regard to homophobia were outlined. Students and educators testified of verbal and 
physical abuse of gay and lesbian students at school, sometimes on a daily basis. Name¬ 
calling such as "faggot" and "queer" was commonly heard throughout schools at all levels 
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from elementary school on up. Due to this toxic atmosphere in schools, there were very 
few adult role models for gay and lesbian students because of the fear of teachers and 
counselors to be labeled gay themselves. This was a powerfully negative message to gay 
and lesbian students which severely affected their self-esteem and was a way to enforce 
heterosexism and perpetuate homophobia. It was also a message to gay and lesbian 
educators that they must hide their sexual orientation or be victims as well. 
Participants related characteristics of their school environments prior to the Safe 
Schools Program and added that most schools are still this way. These observations 
display a definite need in the schools for a program such as the Safe Schools Program; 
If you don’t use the words then it doesn’t exist. You hear about people being 
married, divorces, boyfriends, girlfriends but you only hear about them in opposite 
genders. I think that silence harms children. If it doesn’t exist, how can you 
possibly be one. How can you be a lesbian if there are no lesbians. If statistics are 
correct, that one out of ten people are gay then that’s one out of ten children in 
elementary school and we have six hundred kids. That means sixty kids, at least, 
are growing up in silence, without the words, and without the benefit, the comfort 
to even explore what the words mean. (Gretchen) 
Before the Safe Schools nobody, including me, would ever use the words “gay” or 
“lesbian.” You would hear the slang words “faggot” and “dyke” and this kind of 
stuff. The whole subject of diverse sexual orientation was never discussed. In my 
opinion this is emotional and social violence against gays and lesbians. It’s like, 
“You don’t exist. We don’t talk about you.” There are no bulletin boards that say 
anything about being gay or lesbian. There was nothing in the school. There were 
no role models. No one was out there talking about this or about being one 
themselves. There were no books. Nothing—there was nothing in the classrooms- 
-absolutely nothing. So the kids figured they never knew anybody who was gay 
and all they could think of was a stereotype “faggot” walking down the street or a 
“bulldyke.” That’s about what they would have pictured in their minds and they 
would think, “I don’t see anybody like this here so there’s nobody here.” They 
wouldn’t realize they were by gays and lesbians all the time. They were not 
realizing that people in that classroom would have gay and lesbian fathers and 
mothers, sisters and brothers, or uncles or whatever. They had no concept of that 
at all. If they had any of these feelings themselves or they were in a family with 
people like this, they would feel they were the only ones and nobody else was like 
them. That’s how it was and most schools are still like that around the country. 
(Kelli) 
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Part Two: The Safe Schools Program 
This section compares common themes related to experiences of gay and lesbian 
educators working at schools that participate in the Safe Schools Program. Although all 
participants worked at participating schools, only eight were directly involved in the Safe 
Schools Programs in their individual school. Of these eight, all were in leadership 
positions in their programs. One participant was involved only at the state level. One 
participant was not involved in any capacity other than working at a participating school. 
The common themes in Part Two are titled as follows: Challenging Homophobia 
and Stereotyping in a Participating School, Coming Out in a Participating School, 
Experiences Related to Heterosexism and Homophobia in Participating Schools, Fear of 
Working in the Safe Schools Program, Identity Management at a Participating School, 
Feelings That Most Faculty Inadequately Deal With Students’ Heterosexist and 
Homophobic Behavior, Roles the Participants Played in the Safe Schools Program, 
Professional and Personal Effects of the Safe Schools Program, Impact of the Safe Schools 
Program on the School Environment, and Acceptance of the Safe Schools Program by the 
General Student Population. 
Before beginning the words of the participants it is appropriate to review 
information about the Safe Schools Program to have a full understanding of how it started 
and the work the program is doing. The state of Massachusetts is trying to address the 
problem of heterosexism in the public schools as it relates to gay and lesbian students. In 
1992, Governor William Weld of the State of Massachusetts created the nation's first 
Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth. This commission was designed to 
respond to the epidemic of suicides by gay and lesbian youth. 
One of the goals of the Governor's Commission was to create safe school 
environments, free from discrimination and prejudice, for all students (see Appendix A). 
The commission made five recommendations and from these five, four steps were adopted 
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by the Department of Education in May of 1993, to improve the safety and support services 
for gay and lesbian students: 
1. Schools are encouraged to develop policies protecting gay and lesbian students 
from harassment, violence, and discrimination. 
2. Schools are encouraged to offer training to school personnel in violence 
prevention and suicide prevention. 
3. Schools are encouraged to offer school-based support groups for gay, lesbian 
and heterosexual students. 
4. Schools are encouraged to provide school-based counseling for family members 
of gay and lesbian students. 
Participation in this initiative was on a volunteer basis for school systems 
throughout Massachusetts. Educators in some school systems applied for Safe Schools 
grants to introduce the programs into their schools. The four steps above are the 
foundation of the Safe Schools Programs at the participating schools in this dissertation 
study. Participation is also on a volunteer basis for educators and students. The eight 
participants who worked in the program in their schools and the one participant who 
worked at the state level did so voluntarily. 
It is also necessary to review other important points about oppression to understand 
why the Safe Schools Program is such a threat to the perpetuation of heterosexism. There 
are certain conditions that must exist in order for oppression to occur (Baker Miller, 1992; 
Jackson & Hardiman, 1988). The conditions are as follows: 
1. Reality is defined by the dominant group and imposed on the subordinate group. 
2. Their own oppressed condition must be internalized by the subordinate group 
thereby colluding with the dominant group. 
3. The institutionalized and systematic sustaining of unequal and differential 
treatment occurs with and without the conscious efforts of individuals. This is 
accomplished through harassment, discrimination, genocide, etc. 
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4. The dominant group and the subordinate group are socialized to see and play 
these roles as correct and normal, thus perpetuating the oppression. 
5. The dominant group's culture is imposed on the subordinate group. The 
subordinate group's culture is misrepresented and discounted. 
The dominant group, the subordinate group, institutions and culture all contribute to 
making the system function. With these five conditions in place, oppression is self- 
sustaining. If these conditions are not in place, oppression is not perpetuated. In systems 
of oppression, if the oppressors have no contact with the oppressed, the myths and 
misinformation are easily held onto and perpetuated from generation to generation. 
Educating people about heterosexism and about the real experiences of gay men and 
lesbians is a way to fight heterosexism (Baker Miller, 1992). Role models, correct 
information, support groups, and human contact with gay and lesbian people dispel the 
myths and stereotypes and give strength to the subordinate group while giving a better 
understanding to the dominant group. This is why the Safe Schools Program is so 
powerful and the enemy of heterosexism. The Safe Schools Program is trying to provide 
all these resources to students and teachers to create a safe environment for all. 
Challenging Homophobia and Stereotyping in a Participating School 
Working to eliminate the oppression of gays and lesbians has not been a priority in 
our schools. "The task for socially responsible educators is to further human dignity and 
social justice in all areas—not just those that are currently in vogue or most convenient 
(Sears, 1987, p.81). Participants related experiences of challenging homophobia and 
stereotyping in their schools. They related the fact that facing homophobia head on makes 
a difference in the results: 
One time I passed by and a student who was not my student made a comment like, 
"Oh, he is gay," and I don't know whether he said it for me to hear or not because 
it wasn't that loud. And I just passed by and I paid no attention. When I talk about 
something like that in my home room with my kids when we have time to talk, and 
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they're making a little comment like that, I say if you want to know something just 
ask me. I will explain to you. I just do that and they stop because I'm not afraid 
and I present it like there is nothing wrong and they perceive that. (Jose Luis) 
I think now I am more open than when I first started teaching. I think now I make 
it a point to defend gay rights and to talk about homosexuality in the classroom. I 
don’t tell my kids’ parents that I’m gay but they kind of know. I do let kids know 
so I can break the stereotypes within my kids. A lot of them will talk about 
homosexuality and faggot this and faggot that and I try to deal with that issue. And 
when I talk about families I will ask, “What if you have two daddies or two 
mommies?” And I talk about stereotypes like what happens if mommy goes out 
and works and daddy stays home and does the cooking because I know that all 
those things start from when the kids are little. This gets them going and gets them 
thinking. Some of them think that it can’t be that way but you have other kids who 
think, “Wow, wait a second, my mom works and my dad cooks,” and they’re like, 
“Oh, really, [it’s OK to do that]!” The kids have the stereotypes already. I ask, 
“What if a man wears a skirt?” And they all go, “Ohhh.” I tell them, “There’s this 
place where men wear skirts called kilts,” and they say, “Oh really,” and I tell them, 
“Yes, it’s true.” It really angers me that the kids use the word “faggot” all the time. 
A lot of the kids think that gay men are all feminine and wear makeup. (Carlos) 
It should be noted that the participants in this study would be considered by Sears 
as “socially responsible” educators. Even though oppression of gays and lesbians has not 
been a priority in our schools in the past, the participants have made it one of their 
priorities. All participants reported challenging homophobia and stereotyping in their 
schools. 
Coming Out in a Participating School 
Some participants found it necessary to come out at school for personal reasons. 
Some came out to only faculty and others came out to faculty and students: 
And I told that to my principal now. She knows everything—almost everybody 
knows. Even when I was selected for the site-based, you have to do a five minute 
speech in front of the whole faculty. I just said to the faculty, “OK, you know that 
I’m different than you in so many ways. If you want somebody that is different 
that can do the job, I’m here.” I don’t know why I did that. It was not in my plan 
to say something like that. I found it necessary to do it.... I don't tell [the 
students] that I am gay. They assume because they know the signs and I have a 
sign in my car and literature on gay and lesbian and all of the copies are visible to 
the students. They know that I am part of the Safe Schools team. (Jose Luis) 
We had this recognition banquet for the Safe Schools Task Force, the Gay-Straight 
Allies, the Superintendent of Schools, and the School Committee Chairperson. We 
were all supposed to talk about what the Safe Schools Program meant to us. I was 
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the last one to speak. I came out to that group. It was the first time that I had ever 
come out to students. It was incredibly powerful for me as well as for them. That 
was harder than coming out to the Associate Commissioner of Education and these 
are people that I see all the time. Afterwards students came up to me and hugged 
me and said thank you with tears in their eyes. (Sally) 
I realized in the training that stuff was coming up for me. “Do I make it clear to this 
group that I’m a lesbian?” There were a number of people in the room who knew. 
Finally we were in the middle of a really intense exercise and there was a break and 
I turned to my colleague and said, “I need to tell you. I’m lesbian.” (Laura) 
So in contrast to that, now, all teachers use “lesbian” and “gay.” And it wasn’t 
until the Safe Schools Program came in that I actually came out in school. I came 
out within the context of the Safe Schools group of kids and also said, “This is not 
something I would advocate for you to do but I just wanted you to know this 
because I think it’s important for you to know.” (Kelli) 
At the time of the interviews, one participant is “explicitly out” (Griffin, 1992), nine 
participants are out to faculty, and seven are out to the total school population. 
Experiences Related to Heterosexism and Homophobia in Participating Schools 
Many participants had negative experiences related to heterosexism and 
homophobia after the Safe Schools Program was initiated in their schools: 
After school I walked by one of the late buses and as soon as I walked by kids 
called out, “Lesbian, lesbian,” and that has never happened before and it happened 
this year. It was the same damn kids that when I walked by the bus and they were 
hanging out the window, I said, “Hi, how are you doing?” It was the same two. 
(Gabriel) 
In addition to the incidents themselves, the way they were handled by 
administration did not seem appropriate in all cases: 
One of the things some of the people from the study group had done last year was 
contact the woman who did “Love Makes a Family,” and we made arrangements 
for that to be shown in the high school at the beginning of the year. One of the first 
days I took the Gay-Straight Alliance to see it. There was a young girl from the 
junior high school, a troubled young girl, and she was making some inappropriate 
comments about the pictures. I said something to her and she yelled at me and said, 
“Shut up, you faggot.” I went out of the room after her. In the corridor she turned 
around and struck me.. .Then when I reported it to the administration, it was 
strange. Their concern wasn’t around me, it was more of getting her than seeing 
how I was doing. This is totally different than a racial issue. The write-up was 
about striking a faculty member but there was no mentioning of the homophobic 
name-calling. They had totally left that out. To them it wasn’t an issue. (Robin) 
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Administration sometimes showed heterosexist and homophobic attitudes that influenced 
other important decisions. Sometimes these officials changed their attitudes: 
When we had the exhibit in the high school there was resistance at the time from the 
superintendent to have it go to the elementary schools. We brought over students 
from the Gay-Straight Alliance and the kids were very articulate and very forceful in 
presenting themselves. The superintendent handled himself very poorly and the 
kids were devastated by his response. He said some issues are inappropriate to 
teach at the elementary school level and this is one of them so one of the kids said, 
“Name me another one,” and his response was, “Leprosy.” The kids were 
horrified. The superintendent has turned around thanks to the parent group. The 
parent group worked very hard. (Robin) 
Participants related incidents where heterosexism and homophobia were at the root 
of hurtful comments, not necessarily, but possibly aimed at the educator: 
Last year two of my kids were best buddies and they were always together and one 
of them had an accident and was home for a few days and then he came back to 
school. When his buddy saw him, he was so happy he gave him a hug and the 
mom said, “Keep those male kids away from my kid. I don’t want him to grow up 
to be gay.” (Carlos) 
Some participants’ experiences were consequences directly connected to their work in the 
Safe Schools Program: 
I had a couple of complaints filed against me by the man who filed a suit against the 
school committee. He said I established a pattern of secrecy and deception when I 
formed the Safe Schools Task Force, that I was brusque at meetings, lacked 
integrity, should be removed from the leadership of the committee, and that I was 
very questionable to have around. What happened was somebody who was at the 
meetings wrote a letter of support and the principal of the high school, who also 
was at meetings, went to bat for me so the superintendent knew that the charges 
were not true. (Sally) 
Some students in participating schools tried to continue their homophobic behavior 
despite the education they received to dispel myths and stereotypes: 
Since the flag’s been up there has been so much controversy in the whole town. 
We had four senior boys who had to be dealt with several times this year with 
discipline for picking on other kids and calling them “fag” and stuff. Those same 
boys started a petition against the flag. They said, “We don’t want that ‘fag flag’ 
up.” (Kelli) 
All participants told of experiences related to heterosexism and homophobia in their 
schools even after the Safe Schools Program had been introduced in their schools. It is 
very difficult to break the perpetuation of oppression and even after education and role 
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models have been introduced, some hold on to the myths and stereotypes they have been 
taught. 
Fear of Working in the Safe Schools Program 
In a recent workshop which focused on sexual harassment ("Sexual Harassment 
and Diversity;" Central Academy-Springfield, Massachusetts; January 25, 1995), a teacher 
shared her feelings about being the person in her school trying to change the school climate 
to one that is more supportive of gay and lesbian students. She was ridiculed and called the 
"gay teacher" by some students and some educators. Having it suggested that she was 
a lesbian was uncomfortable for her. She was suffering the same negative consequences 
some gay and lesbian educators suffer. 
Several participants expressed a feeling of fear when asked to work on the Safe 
Schools Task Force and while working for the Safe Schools Program: 
So five or six weeks after I start, I get this memo and they say please form a task 
force. I really wanted to do it but I was really scared... I started the thing. I was 
terrified. When I had to go to the other administrators to talk about the program, I 
always made sure that I had at least three things on a list to talk to them about so I 
didn’t look like a one issue person. I didn’t even like to say the words “gay” or 
“lesbian” or “homosexual” in school. (Sally) 
I heard that the Director of Health had put in this proposal. I finally went to the 
board where the postings are and found it and there were two postings, one for the 
leader and one for the committee members. I submitted one for committee 
members. It turns out I was the only one who submitted one from my school so I 
was promptly put in the leadership position. When I submitted my name, part of 
me thought, “Are people going to think I’m [lesbian]?” That was scary. (Laura) 
So [the students] asked a couple of people [to be their advisor for the Gay-Straight 
Alliance and when they asked me I said that I would have to let them know. And I 
called the [Safe Schools contact person] and she came up and we had a long 
meeting about what that would involve. I thought it would be a really good thing to 
do and here were these kids who were so excited about it. It was the right thing to 
do but I was afraid. (Kelli) 
Participants explained that whether a person could volunteer to work for the Safe 
Schools Program depended in part on where he or she was in their own process of self¬ 
acceptance or in their career: 
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It’s classic. The more people become aware of issues, for some people it just 
makes things seem more dangerous. I can fully imagine people coming back to a 
school from a workshop and training about Safe Schools and wanting to involve 
other people and there being a gay man or lesbian on the faculty who absolutely is 
fear-stricken and wouldn’t approach a sign up sheet or a meeting or would have 
nothing to do with that because it’s just so scary. It depends on where you are in 
your own growth or in your own career. (Gabriel) 
Three participants expressed fear and concern when they volunteered or were asked to 
work in the Safe Schools Program. 
Identity Management at a Participating School 
It is easy to see how gay and lesbian educators being at least “explicitly out” 
(Griffin, 1992) at their schools could contribute to higher levels of mental and physical 
health and personal growth. An understanding of oppression and heterosexism should also 
better equip heterosexual educators to be supportive allies. 
Methods of identity management seem different for educators working in a 
participating school. Participants no longer felt the need to be so hidden and related a new 
approach to identity management: 
Now I’m very open at work. I can’t say that I stood in front of the staff and said 
I’m gay but while I’m sitting at lunch with the people I eat with, I talk about being 
gay and a lot of people come up to me and say, “Oh do you have a girlfriend?” and 
I say, “No, I’m gay.” I’m not this kind of person who leads anyone on. I’m 
straight forward with people from the very beginning. (Carlos) 
Some participants got their strength from concentrating on the fact that they were 
good teachers and good people. This was how they emotionally managed the stigma of 
being gay or lesbian even at a participating school: 
There’s nothing wrong, in my opinion, with having a different sexual orientation, 
and I’m very, very comfortable with that now. I always felt that it’s important what 
you do in this life and not what group people think you belong to. So I always got 
through this because I knew I was good, I knew I was a good teacher, I knew I 
was a great teacher and I knew I was a good mother and family person--it wasn’t 
putting me away. (Kelli) 
Some participants were still concerned and used management techniques that centered 
around being cautious: 
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I [feel safe at school] because when I am at school I am a teacher and I’m in those 
shoes and I’m in that head place so the things that I do come directly out of my 
“teachemess” and I don’t often think in terms of the fact that I am a lesbian in a 
school. I tend to just go right ahead and do the “teacherly” thing. Frequently I will 
be brought up short and make sure that I am not alone in a room with a girl. I have 
a natural inclination to touch people and kids. I don’t touch girls. There are some 
kids who, if I have to talk to them about behavior, I may not be as much of a 
screaming skull and I might not be as loud because I see a look in their eyes that 
tells me that they could be the dangerous one and it’s quite possible that I could do 
or say something that would make them just go off the deep end and start yelling 
and screaming, “You lesbian,” at me. (Gabriel) 
As was previously stated, eight participants were at least “explicitly out” (Griffin, 
1992) at their schools prior to the Safe Schools Program. The Safe Schools Program 
helped to make it possible for the other two participants to be “explicitly out.” 
Feelings That Most Faculty Inadequately Deal With Students’ 
Heterosexist and Homophobic Behavior 
"Putdowns and jokes about dykes and faggots can be made without the slightest 
criticism in circles where nigger and chink jokes, for instance, would bring instant censure 
or even ostracism" (Smith, 1983, p.8). In the Governor's Commission Education Report, 
teacher Kathy Henderson testified: 
Most teachers, gay or straight, are afraid to speak up when they hear homophobic 
remarks. They feel it might put them at risk, that people might say, "What are you- 
-gay?” which remains a frightening question for most teachers to answer in the 
current climate. (Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993, p.22) 
In this way heterosexism is perpetuated. People are afraid to help the oppressed group 
because they will potentially suffer the same consequences the oppressed group suffers. 
Participants expressed the concern that most faculty members are inadequately 
prepared to deal with the name-calling and other heterosexist and homophobic behaviors 
that are displayed by some students: 
By far the most common way to put someone down is to call them a faggot. 
That’s the worst thing they can call people. It goes on in every school all over the 
place so if you are a gay or lesbian teacher and you’re hearing this stuff all the time, 
if you are not secure in yourself, you’re not going to interrupt the comments. And 
if you’re a straight teacher and you are still struggling with your own belief system 
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and you still think it’s a cool thing to do because you grew up telling “queer” jokes, 
and you haven’t yet grown through that and had enough social issues training and 
awareness yourself (and most teachers have not had that training), you don’t know 
how to interrupt. So whether you’re a gay or straight teacher, this hurts 
everybody. And if you do have too much knowledge then it’s like a sign you must 
be gay yourself. Nobody really wants to step out there to help out. (Kelli) 
My feeling is that if they refuse to see and acknowledge the racism that’s in their 
face, they certainly don’t have the capacity to believe that anyone in the building 
could be gay or lesbian, maybe a teacher or two, but not kids. The rest of the 
faculty who do seem to be sensitive to issues of oppression in the sense of class 
oppression or sexism or racism, there are some people who have an elementary 
understanding or perception of what is going on, they might be aware that when 
kids use the words faggot, queer, and sissy, that there is something wrong there, 
that it’s not right, but I am sure they don’t know quite what to do with it. But I can 
imagine lots of verbal harassment flying around and shop teachers or other teachers 
just not knowing what to say, how to handle a situation like that. [Some of them 
don’t want to]—they probably use the words themselves. (Gabriel) 
We do have a “non-biased” policy in our school system. I don’t believe that it’s 
used as rigorously as it should be because certainly I can’t be the only person out 
there hearing children call each other faggots.... Because kids are reared in this 
society they pick up a lot of ways of using people’s identities in a negative way. I 
don’t think that it’s addressed. I don’t think that when kids treat each other in that 
way, every adult has the energy or the know-how to deal with it. (Gretchen) 
All participants expressed their observations that many faculty members are either not 
equipped to handle homophobic remarks or behavior or they do not agree that these 
remarks or behaviors do not belong in schools. 
Roles the Participants Played in the Safe Schools Program 
Participants took many active roles in the organizing, working on, and running of 
the Safe Schools Program: 
We knew we were going to be able to have Safe Schools money from the Safe 
Schools Program at the DOE, so I wrote the grant for the first year of the GSA and 
we received $2000 to fund our GSA which paid for the advisors and whatever the 
kids wanted to do.. .This year, which is the 2nd year, I wrote for the Safe Schools 
Grant again but this time I decided that I wanted $2000 for every school in the city 
... so we got $7400 from the DOE for gay issues. (Keri) 
I just kind of pushed her and she was not opposed to starting a committee, so we 
did. This was three years ago. We had a lot of interest right away from the adults. 
But we had perhaps thirty people at any particular meeting and we opened it up the 
school system so we had middle school and elementary. That is how we got started 
and through that we decided one of the first things we should do is start a Gay- 
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Straight Alliance. ... I think we just started advertising meetings and we had a 
phenomenal turn out. We had forty people at the first meeting.. . . (Peter) 
Next month the Safe Schools Task Force is being given the Excellence in Social 
Justice Award by the New England Conference of the United Methodist Church. 
In spite of it being really difficult, we have had major success. We also got a 
commendation from the Governor’s Task Force on Gay and Lesbian Youth. (Sally) 
We’ve had letters in the school newspaper talking about things that are going on 
and about issues having to do with the Gay-Straight Alliance, kids have been 
involved in setting up big time assemblies on homophobia, having bulletin boards 
up, having articles in the newspaper. We’ve received the full granting from the 
State three years in a row which has allowed us to do these adventure trips. We 
have a great network set up between the nurse, the guidance department, the 
principal and the superintendent and school committee. We’ve gotten into 
classrooms with all the Safe School stickers and this year the Student Council made 
up pink triangles with a black triangle inside of them and then an “A” and a straight 
line going across so it’s the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Straight Alliance and it says 
“Safe Zone” on them like the stickers. They put those out with a copy of the law 
and on the reverse side, ways to deal with homophobic statements. Those went out 
into every classroom. All this major work going on.. .. In 1995 we went to the 
first Gay-Straight Alliance in Boston and received an award, this plaque and the 
diversity flag. ... In March the Student Council voted to put the flag on the flag 
pole and the principal gave his permission. (Kelli) 
Eight participants were in active leadership positions in the Safe Schools Program at their 
individual schools while one participant worked at the state level but not in his school. 
Professional and Personal Effects of the Safe Schools Program 
Participants related many effects that were positive for them professionally because 
of their involvement in the Safe Schools Program. There seem to be positive effects 
centered around being able to be honest with students: 
Things have changed dramatically since the Safe Schools Program. I think it gave 
permission to gay teachers to come out.... I think on an everyday basis working 
with kids and being able to be who I am is ultimately the most important thing.... 
Kids appreciate honesty from teachers more than anything. My relationship with 
students, I think, improved tremendously when I came out because I no longer had 
anything to hide. When you have to put so much time and energy into hiding who 
you are, that’s very exhausting, and at some level people can always tell that the 
total honesty isn’t there. I think they respect me a lot more because l am honest 
about who I am.... A column written by a woman said, The most important gay 
pride march that has ever taken place is the one that happens every single day of the 
year when gay people, one by one, step out of the closet. That has always struck 
me as being absolutely true. (Peter) 
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Gay and lesbian educators in Griffin's (1991) study felt they had an increased 
sensitivity and appreciation for differences, possibly due to their own membership in an 
oppressed minority group. They believed their special sensitivity benefits their students. 
When viewing the educational community through a lens that is not homophobic, gay and 
lesbian educators can give students a broader perspective and help them leam this 
sensitivity and appreciation for differences, which will eventually benefit all of society. 
Participants in this dissertation study expressed a special respect for diversity which 
they were sure gave them an appreciation for the differences of their students: 
I think [gay and lesbian teachers are good teachers] because of all we have been 
through that makes us strong and sensitive. We are more sensitive to the kids and 
their problems because we have gone through so many things to get where we are. 
We have to fight more. That makes us more receptive to others. (Jose Luis) 
I value differences a lot more than I ever did before. It’s really kind of an 
interesting thing to have been closeted all those years and to have identified 
basically with the heterosexual, White male, the dominate power in the world, and 
then when I came out, be suddenly a minority. I’m White and I’m gay. Not only 
is that a minority but it’s one of the despised minorities in this country today. And I 
never have regretted doing it but it was rather a fascinating experience. (Peter) 
Participants related many positive personal outcomes because of their involvement 
in the Safe Schools Program: 
I had gotten strength every time I said the word “gay” or “lesbian” or had to defend 
the program. I would get a little bit more strength and a little bit more power. 
Actually I didn’t get more power or strength, but I found what was already inside 
me. It just kept growing. (Sally) 
Some personal outcomes affected their professional lives as well: 
Professionally I have always been what I call successful but personally I had so 
many frustrations that it affected me in a way that it stole my “self.” Now I don't 
have that problem. And I think I can give myself more to my students and my 
profession because I'm free with myself. I feel free. (Jose Luis) 
[My lack of fear of participating in your study] I think might have a lot to do with 
the Governor’s report and the movement of the Safe Schools, because I’m realizing 
that what it has done for me in just the last two months says something about how it 
works... I’ve done a lot in my teaching on racism, stuff around native Americans, 
stuff around disabilities, and to be able to do something like this that is so important 
to me, particularly in education—it’s monumental. (Laura) 
Somewhere along the line my being out became more public than it had been.... It 
was kind of a gradual process but now I would say that I am fully out.... I think 
when you’re closeted or living in that ambiguous state where nobody knows or 
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some know and some don’t, it creates this kind of unsure situation. Since I have 
been out it really has relieved a lot of pressure. As far as I can tell it really hasn’t 
had any negative effects on any relations with staff or students. I do think that in 
some cases it has improved my relationship with students. A lot of kids I deal with 
are kids who don’t fit in very well. I think a lot of them can identify. Having a 
guidance counselor being gay sort of makes it easier for them to be different in their 
own way. Some of the kids have asked me directly and seem cool with it. (Robin) 
All eight participants who worked in the Safe Schools Program in their schools expressed 
both personal and professional gains from the experience. 
Impact of the Safe Schools Program on the School Environment 
There have been many positive outcomes of the Safe Schools Program that manifest 
themselves in the school environments of the participating schools: 
It may not be happening to the extent that I would like to see it but things are better. 
First of all the issue is talked about more openly. The announcement for the Gay- 
Straight Alliance meetings are made over the intercom and the first year there was 
snickering and sneering in homeroom when the announcement was made but now 
no one bats an eye. You hear it all the time and it becomes common. And having a 
gay teacher is no longer a big deal for most kids, even though there are kids who 
are opposed to homosexuality. They do talk about it a bit in health class and 
psychology class so even though we’re not as progressive as I would like to be, we 
are a lot more progressive than we were five years ago. So kids are definitely 
getting the message. If the Gay-Straight Alliance is a school condoned group, 
which it is, then it’s clear to these kids that the school supports it. (Peter) 
Some positive changes have taken place with some of the attitudes of students toward other 
students and faculty, due to good role models: 
Kids are basically decent human beings and there is a lot of pressure on that age 
group to be homophobic. But what I think the Safe Schools Program and teachers 
coming out has done is given kids who are basically decent inside an excuse for not 
being homophobic, for not going with the crowd because suddenly there are people 
standing up and saying it’s not right. That has never happened before. (Peter) 
Students are being taught about different kinds of families so they no longer tease 
and ridicule children who come from these families. Teachers are being educated in how to 
address these types of problems: 
I know that in one elementary school there was a lesbian couple which had a child 
in a primary grade and the kid was being teased. The parents wanted to go into the 
school to talk about what their family was like, but the principal said, “We don’t 
ever do anything like that.” [But we do.] A typical lesson in our elementary 
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schools at that age level is to have the child be the star for the day and have the 
child’s family come in. I found out about this because the principal asked me to 
help keep it quiet so the couple would not end up making trouble. That was before 
I got the Safe Schools Program memo asking me to start the Task Force... . Now 
in the same school [two years later], that family has been into the classroom. Their 
little girl was still getting harassed. Her teacher invited one of the mothers to come 
in to talk to the class. The teacher wrote down every question asked by the children 
and wrote down the lesbian mother’s responses. Then, when a man called the 
superintendent of schools and complained, the teacher had [everything documented] 
and it was all just fine. [I don’t know if that teacher would have known to do that 
before the Safe Schools.] (Sally) 
School systems are changing their record keeping procedures to be inclusive of families 
with gay and lesbian parents: 
I said, “One of the nurses wants this form changed. How do I go about it?” [the 
superintendent] said, “It’s in my computer. Let me pull it up and I’ll change it right 
now.” While he was pulling it up on his computer I’m looking at the rest of the 
form seeing if there is anything else on it that we should change. I said, “While 
we’re changing the form, we ought to change this to Parent #1 and Parent #2.” He 
said, “OK.” And that fast it was made inclusive for gay parents and lesbian 
parents. That is a big change. (Sally) 
There has been a coming together of staff so that gay and lesbian educators do not feel as 
isolated or feel the need to live double lives: 
My partner and I broke up and I [shared it with] the principal. She told me a little 
bit about her divorce and loaned me tapes and a book about grief. She equated her 
straight marriage with my lesbian relationship and that felt really good. Other 
people who know have been supportive through this break up. It’s been really 
incredible to have people at work that I can tell what’s really happening [in my life]. 
One woman told me that she has a stepson who is gay and HIV positive and she 
was keeping that quiet. It’s freed other people to be more [open] and that's been 
really incredible. (Sally) 
This year was the first year that teachers from our school system who are not gay or 
lesbian went to the pride march. I asked them about that and they said, “Well, we 
were doing it as a way of showing alliance after all of the [stuff] that went down 
over this photo exhibit.” (Gretchen) 
Students and educators both homosexual and heterosexual have benefited from the 
changes that have taken place due to the Safe Schools Program. There are more resources 
to learn about gay and lesbian issues, the tone of the school environment has changed from 
one of heterosexist and homophobic to one of acceptance. Issues such as feelings of 
isolation and gay and lesbian suicide are being addressed and educators are being trained to 
know how to handle these issues: 
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I have changed and the school has changed somewhat. One thing that I will credit 
the Governor’s Task Force with is putting out a lot of resources and setting the 
tone. The Safe Schools Program has set the tone so you no longer feel like you’re 
out there in isolation. Also there are a lot of things coming around in terms of 
books and tapes and the subject is out there. I remember going to guidance 
workshops and there would be nothing on the topic on homophobia, homosexuality 
or gay and lesbian issues. I remember going to a suicide workshop about eight 
years ago and there wasn’t any mention of gay and lesbian issues. But now it’s not 
so risky to do that. It’s almost become trendy. (Robin) 
Some participants related stories of their treatment of their gay and lesbian students 
or the effects on students of pretending to be straight before they came to terms with their 
own sexual orientation. These were incidents the participants were very sad about and 
have never forgotten. They are included in this section to show the positive effects of the 
Safe Schools Program because these are stories of the past, not the present: 
I started my teaching job in Puerto Rico in 1976 and I was real homophobic. I used 
to treat my students real bad, all the students that I knew were gay. I used to treat 
them bad, real badly and if I had the chance to confront them I would do it just for 
the fact that they were gay and everybody knew they were gay and I wanted to be 
gay and I had to keep that inside of me. That was, I think, the worst part of my 
whole life because I used to do that and I felt bad but I continued doing it because I 
didn’t want anybody to even have the littlest clue that I was gay. (Jose Luis) 
I would hear homophobic comments in my classroom five years ago and ignore 
them. One of the most painful things in my memory that I think I will always hold 
is, in my very first year of teaching in Pennsylvania, there were two boys on dorm 
and there were rumors going around that they were gay. They were teased about 
that and I just looked the other way. I didn’t get involved in that issue and I feel 
very badly about that now. But I think that was the norm for a lot of adults. Gay 
teachers didn’t want to get involved and straight teachers may have shared those 
feelings. So those kids were isolated and they were picked on pretty much the 
whole year and it was something that everyone ignored. (Peter) 
When I was a class advisor one of my jobs was to be in charge of the prom so I 
figured I better go to the prom. I asked a gay friend to go with me. I wore a gown 
and he wore a tux.... I was totally hiding and trying to make people think I was 
straight.... There was this young [student] who I’m pretty sure was lesbian and I 
think she had a crush on me. I walked in on Joe's arm and she was there. Her face 
fell. I felt terrible because in protecting myself I lied to the kid. (Sally) 
In participating schools there are role models for gay and lesbian and heterosexual 
students and teachers: 
And it wasn’t until the Safe Schools Program came in that I actually came out in 
school. I came out within the context of the Safe Schools group of kids and I also 
said, “This is not something I would advocate for you to do but I just wanted you 
to know this because I think it’s important for you to know.” (Kelli) 
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Because there are role models now, members of the school environment who were 
taught homophobic and heterosexist information are given the opportunity to meet a gay or 
lesbian person who may contradict the stereotype and set up a new educational experience: 
As the information goes around and my reputation as being a lesbian teacher 
proceeds me in every classroom that I walk into every Fall, it is very scary because 
they all know or think they know this thing about me. They are coming from lots 
of different backgrounds but I would guess the majority of backgrounds is that the 
thing they know about me is a horrible, horrible, monstrous thing that I am a 
lesbian. I think I can characterize myself as a tough teacher, as a very fair teacher, a 
very silly teacher and funny, and we do interesting things in my classroom and 
these kids have to deal with the dissonance that is set up between, on the one hand, 
knowing that I am [a lesbian], and on the other hand, seeing and getting to know 
me and realizing that I am sort of cool or at least OK. They have to make some 
sense out of that. The fact that I clearly present myself in front of the classroom as 
a person who is intelligent, has fun, is happy with my life—what’s the deal? 
What’s the problem? I am waiting for a kid to say this one thing to me because I 
have a great rejoinder. It’s a story that my friend tells. A teacher was correcting a 
kid and the kid said, “Oh you old lesbian,” and the teacher very quickly said, “Now 
Eddy, I’m not that old.” How perfect! (Gabriel) 
One of the best arguments for being not in the closet in the classroom is that it 
provides a real person for children to see, someone who is not evil, someone who 
is not all the stereotypes, someone who is a known quantity with all the things that 
go along with being a real person. You get angry sometimes, you’re caring 
sometimes, you’re all the things that humanize the differences that society puts out 
about gay men and lesbians like the idea of gays and lesbians as predators of 
children. (Gretchen) 
School officials, through education provided by the Safe Schools Program, are better 
prepared to deal with the prejudice of the general population and better able to maintain a 
safe environment for all students: 
Last week twelve people met with the administration and told [the principal] he 
should take down the [diversity] flag [that the students had won from the State 
Department of Education for their work in the Safe Schools Program] and he said, 
“No. That was put up by the students and it’s going to stay up there.” They tried 
to get the superintendent to take it down and she said, “No,” for the same reason. 
So they are pretty upset. They tried to make an issue about a whole bunch of stuff 
all lumped in together. But the superintendent—which this is good because it shows 
the work the Gay-Straight Alliance has done in our school because we never ever 
would have had the support prior to this—but the superintendent has told this group 
of twelve people that they have to break down what their problems are. So they ve 
broken them down and the first thing they want to deal with is sex education ... 
and the second thing is they don’t want the diversity flag flying with the American 
flag (of course they have no objection to the MacDonald’s flag flying there), this 
perversion flag flying with the American flag—one man called it a Communist flag— 
they’re calling it all kinds of stuff. The other thing they want to do is fire the whole 
school committee because they’re not doing their job and they are accusing [the 
principal] of lying to them about the flag and about sex education, and then they are 
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naming me as teaching homosexual lifestyle. So this is the whole thing going on 
right now and it’s going to the school committee meeting on June 25th. The whole 
problem is homophobia. [At the meeting on June 25th it was voted to leave the flag 
flying on the school flagpole under the American flag.] (Kelli) 
Students are learning how to deal with heterosexism and homophobia: 
My student who received the Social Justice Award this year, a wonderful kid 
who’s spoken all over about the Safe Schools Program, was approached on the 
street by this man with a Bible and he said to the student, “Why don’t you do 
something more constructive with your time?” And the student said, “Excuse me?” 
And the man said, “You should be working for the Lord.” And the student said, “I 
am.” (Kelli) 
Seven participants expressed at least some improvement in the safety of their school 
environments for all students since the Safe Schools Program was initiated in their schools. 
Five expressed a significant improvement. 
Acceptance of the Safe Schools Program by the General Student Population 
Participants related that students, for the most part, accept the Safe Schools 
Program in their schools: 
Every year the UMass Gay and Lesbian Speakers’ Bureau would come for at least 
one presentation. I remember the first time they came, which was probably a 
decade ago, you could almost feel the tension in the school. There was the buzz in 
the corridors. There were people who were nervous about it. The last couple of 
years it has been like no big deal. Once you make that step and deal with it and put 
it out there, it’s amazing how quickly it becomes old hat and the tension around it 
dissipates. (Robin) 
It may not be happening to the extent that I would like to see it but things are better. 
First of all the issue is talked about more openly. The announcement for the Gay- 
Straight Alliance meetings are made over the intercom and the first year there was 
snickering and sneering in homeroom when the announcement was made but now 
no one bats an eye. You hear it all the time and it becomes common and having a 
gay teacher is no longer a big deal for most kids, even though there are kids who 
are opposed to homosexuality. (Peter) 
Six participants expressed that students have accepted the Safe Schools Program in their 
schools. 
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Common Themes of Personal Struggles and Triumphs 
Before ending this chapter of common themes, it is important to understand that the 
heroes of the Safe Schools Program are the educators who have dared to be who they are 
and who have dared to step in front and lead. This is an important conclusion I have drawn 
from the data collected in my interviews, a conclusion I will discuss further in Chapter VI 
of this dissertation. Also included in the data are stories of personal struggles perhaps due 
in part to societal problems but perhaps due mostly to heterosexism and homophobia. 
Children are taught the most negative messages about homosexuality and when a child is 
homosexual, she or he adopts the most negative messages about herself or himself. This 
section will include a brief but touching description of the struggles of some of the 
participants in this study. The majority of participants related similar struggles. These are 
reasons from the past that justify the present Safe Schools Program. It is fortunate for 
today’s students that this program is in existence and trying to move forward. 
Many participants expressed how academic courses taken at the University helped 
them embrace who they are instead of holding society’s negative attitudes. It was 
surprising how many participants found strength and learned techniques from those 
courses that helped them cope in regular everyday life. These experiences are labeled 
“Triumphs” and are included in this section to exhibit some of the background that led 
some participants to their work in the Safe Schools Program. 
Personal Struggles 
What is unhealthy—and sometimes a source of stress and sickness so great it can 
lead to suicide—is homophobia, that societal disease that places such negative 
messages, condemnation, and violence on gay men and lesbians that [they] have to 
struggle throughout [their] lives for self-esteem. (Pharr, 1989, p.4) 
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The male participants related excessive drinking or drug use or both as a problem. 
This was done to deal with the pain they were feeling inside before they gained self¬ 
acceptance: 
I was drinking-one key thing I left out was that I did drink a lot. I think I started in 
college. It was a way to numb the pain. I drank a lot and I consider myself a 
recovering alcoholic now. (Peter) 
It was my freshman year that my dad died and it was just around my sophomore 
year that I started to do some drinking. It was a typical college thing but I would sit 
down and have a drink and before I knew it I was drunk. It was clearly not a good 
scene. At some point in time I replaced that with Marijuana and then I got heavy 
duty into the counter-culture. Today it would be called self-medicating. That is 
how I dealt with the pain and trauma of growing up. I was basically stoned and 
tripping for the next three years of college. (Robin) 
Depression and extreme unhappiness were felt by many of the participants both male and 
female. Suicide came to the minds of some and one participant actually attempted it: 
I didn’t have an understanding. All I knew was that I had been in love and she kind 
of brushed me off. I fell into a horrendous depression and then sort of came to the 
realization very forcefully that I didn’t know how to make friends. Sol went from 
there into college and emotionally that whole time was very rough. I look back and 
I wonder, “Why wasn’t I suicidal? I was in a high school that was eight stories 
high. What kept me from trying get out one of those top windows? How did I 
keep myself together?” (Laura) 
I went through an emotional crisis. I think I was very near the edge. This went on 
for over a year. It was dark, dark depression, to the point where, I’d never thought 
I had the guts to kill myself, but I wanted to be dead. The drinking didn’t help. I 
didn’t know what to do. I was still working at the newspaper part-time (which I 
still do) and a woman at the paper used to talk about her therapist all the time. I felt 
I could trust this woman so the day after Thanksgiving I walked up to her desk and 
said, “Could I speak with you a minute?” She looked up and I don’t know what I 
looked like but she jumped up and said, “Let me get my coat,” and sort of took me 
by the arm into the parking lot where I started crying, mostly because I had 
someone who cared. I couldn’t tell her that I was gay but that is what I was really 
struggling with. I told her that I was very depressed and I needed help and could 
she recommend a therapist? (Peter) 
I didn’t want to be gay. I liked the feeling of liking somebody else but I did not 
want and could not accept the fact that I had a tag, I had a name, because that name 
was just so awful to me. It became a real struggle. I attempted suicide three times. 
(Carlos) 
One participant shared his struggle with AIDS, but also shared his courageous attitude: 
You can put this in, too. [I found out I’m HIV positive.] All my friends know, 
everyone knows. That's the only thing that kept me going when I first heard the 
news. The good part of everything is that my group of friends were with me and I 
didn't keep it to myself. I told them. I was pretty open about it-Sometimes 
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you [fall apart]. Sometimes when you are by yourself, you're down. You have to 
change all your plans. You used to plan for "ten years, twenty years, and now your 
plans are in short terms. It's a different situation but the approach is the same. I 
live a normal life. (Jose Luis) 
Five participants related stories of either alcohol or drug use or abuse, severe depression, 
and/or suicidal thoughts and attempts. One participant is HIV positive. 
Triumphs 
Weinberg and Williams (1974) concluded that for gay men and lesbians to be well- 
adjusted and healthy, it is necessary for them to reject the idea that their sexual orientation is 
an illness. They need supportive and close relationships with other lesbians and gay men, 
and they need to affirm and celebrate their sexual orientation rather than deny it. The 
problem around being gay or lesbian stems from heterosexism and homophobia rather than 
from sexual orientation. 
Some participants took part in University courses that helped them understand 
oppression, heterosexism and homophobia and helped them cope with their everyday lives: 
[I did that] almost until the early 1980’s when I got involved with a woman and just 
for the heck of it I started taking courses at the University and thought, “Maybe I’ll 
get the next degree.” As part of those courses I educated myself around oppression 
in terms of racism, sexism and homophobia. I began to understand history and 
began to risk at least in the teachers lounge and the teachers’ cafeteria saying, “She 
and I went here; she and I went there,” and consciously felt like I didn’t have a 
problem with being a lesbian. It was the other person’s problem and if they 
couldn’t handle me saying my partner, she, it was their problem. I was going to 
hand it to them and have them handle it and deal with it. I spoke consciously with 
my colleagues like that but not in the classroom and still not in the classroom. 
(Gabriel) 
I had another incident that was pretty major but it was around the time that I had 
taken some class. I took quite a few social issues classes. That gave me a lot of 
empowerment. It was a major influence for me as far as understanding that you 
really have to confront, you just can’t let things happen. (Kelli) 
I think my perspective has changed. I took a social justice class and I did racism 
and heterosexism and I think that for me started to change the whole way that I 
perceived what needed to be done. (Keri) 
Five participants were students in social justice courses at the University. 
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Discussion and Conclusions 
The question which was the focus of this dissertation, "What is it like to be a gay or 
lesbian educator working in a Massachusetts school that participates in the Safe Schools 
Program?" has been answered eloquently by the dialogue of the participants in this study. 
The common themes are filled with feelings, thoughts, events, and background information 
that paint a picture of the participants’ experiences and these are compared and contrasted 
with related literature presented in Chapter II of this dissertation. 
It is not easy to walk a mile in someone else’s shoes. It is not easy to gain an 
understanding of what someone else must face everyday. Looking at the participants’ 
stories and dialogues through the lenses of oppression theory, heterosexism and identity 
theory, it is perhaps somewhat possible to understand what it is like to be a gay or lesbian 
educator working in a Massachusetts school that participates in the Safe Schools Program. 
Truly understanding heterosexism would indeed make it hard to understand how eight of 
these participants came to the level of self-acceptance necessary to volunteer or agree to 
work in a program that is partially designed to create a safe environment for gay and lesbian 
students. How could they not worry or care about the consequences? 
When conducting the interviews with my participants, before I asked my first 
question or even turned on the tape recorder, I realized that these participants were different 
than what I had anticipated. They did not fit the background literature I had gathered and 
documented in Chapter II of this dissertation. In addition to answering my main 
dissertation question, I also discovered some important insights into why these participants 
were working in the Safe Schools Program and why they volunteered to be interviewed for 
my dissertation study. I will address these insights in my “Conclusions ” section in 
Chapter VI along with a brief review of the study and methodology, and my 
recommendations. 
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CHAPTER VI 
REVIEWS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Review of the Study 
Baker Miller (1992) and Jackson and Hardiman (1988) claim that heterosexism is 
the most insidious form of oppression and oppression itself is so powerful it is self- 
perpetuating. Past studies conducted with gay and lesbian educators, and there were very 
few studies (Griffin, 1992), related experiences involving fear, hiding and the need to lead 
double lives (Griffin, 1991, 1992; Olson, 1987; Smith, 1985; Woods, 1990). There were 
many negative consequences for gay and lesbian educators who let their sexual orientation 
be known by the general school population, so most chose to be invisible. Some of these 
consequences were documented in the law cases reviewed in Chapter II of this dissertation. 
Because of the consequences, when doing research studies with gay and lesbian educators, 
great care would have to be taken to insure that confidentiality would be protected. 
This need for silence and invisibility perpetuated the oppression of heterosexism in 
our schools. Some of the areas affected were educational policy, curriculum, and the 
school environment itself. The educational system had not made great headway in the 
realm of educating students, faculty and administrators about heterosexism and 
homophobia, even though the school environment showed a great need for this education 
(Smith, 1983). Heterosexism in the schools put gay and lesbian educators and students at 
risk. A safe learning and work environment did not exist for them in most schools 
(Governor's Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth, 1993; Griffin, 1992; Smith, 1983). 
Nobody deserves to have to live as a victim of oppression, especially students in a 
public school. This is why the state of Massachusetts began an investigation into the safety 
of the public schools. It formed a task force, the Governor's Commission on Gay and 
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Lesbian Youth, which issued a fifty-two page Governor's Commission Education Report 
in 1993. In this report the environments of our schools in Massachusetts with regard to 
homophobia were outlined. Students and educators testified of verbal and physical abuse 
of gay and lesbian students at school, sometimes on a daily basis. There were very few 
adult role models for gay and lesbian students because of the fear of teachers and 
counselors to be labeled gay themselves. 
One of the goals of the Governor's Commission was to create programs to abolish 
discrimination and prejudice against gay and lesbian youth and promote safety and support. 
From the commission’s recommendations, four steps were adopted by the Commonwealth 
of Massachusetts Department of Education to improve the safety of schools and provide 
support services for gay and lesbian students. These steps are the foundations for the Safe 
Schools Programs that have been established in some Massachusetts schools. Participating 
schools voluntarily applied for funding from the Department of Education to establish their 
own programs. Training was provided by the state. 
In this study I gathered the experiences of gay and lesbian educators who work in 
Massachusetts schools participating in the Safe Schools Program to answer the question, 
"What is it like to be a gay or lesbian educator working in a Massachusetts school that 
participates in the Safe Schools Program?" My study included ten participants, all gay or 
lesbian, all at least “explicitly out” (Griffin, 1992), and all working in schools 
where there was an established Safe Schools Program. 
In this dissertation study, oppression theory and heterosexism were the basis for 
the conceptual framework with a focus on the theories of Baker Miller (1992) and Jackson 
and Hardiman (1988). The experiences and the perceptions of the participants in this study 
cannot be fully understood without an understanding of oppression theory and 
heterosexism. Included as part of the conceptual framework was identity theory which 
provided information regarding sexual identity development. Also included was a 
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continuum of management strategies (Griffin, 1992) which were important to understand 
because our society does not sanction homosexuality. 
Review of the Methodology 
The qualitative research method of in-depth interviewing was used in this 
dissertation study as the data collection tool. Each participant was interviewed twice, one 
hour to one and one half hours in length for each interview. The interviews were not less 
than four days apart to allow time to think about the prior interview, but not more than one 
week apart to keep a connection between the two (Seidman, 1990). 
An interview guide was used in the interview process (see Appendix C) but the 
participants' ideas and perceptions were the focus of the interviews. Interviews centered 
around two departure questions. The first interview explored personal background. This 
interview was a vehicle to build a connection and rapport with the participant as well as to 
gather background information to better understand the participant as a person and as a gay 
or lesbian educator working in a school before the Safe Schools Program. The second 
interview focused on the work of being a gay or lesbian educator in a participating school. 
It centered around the present employment situation and the present school environment. 
I took the first step in the management of the data by keeping a journal, written and 
audio, of the entire interview process and the process of writing up the results of the study. 
I taped the interviews and used a few written notes. I transcribed the interviews in their 
entirety. 
The data from the transcripts was used in two ways in my dissertation. First I 
compiled a portrait of each participant. The portrait contained data unique to the participant 
in the participant’s own words to present a picture of that person through their experiences 
(Seidman, 1991). Secondly I categorized the data into common themes using inductive 
analysis (Patton, 1990). 
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According to Lincoln and Cuba (1985), a dilemma of all researchers is to convince 
the readers of the trustworthiness of the research. They have addressed these issues by 
establishing four constructs which can be applied to qualitative research: credibility, 
transferability, dependability and confirmability. All four constructs were met through the 
design of this dissertation study. I feel the component of this study that contributed the 
most to the trustworthiness was allowing participants to review highlights of the interview 
transcripts and providing them with a copy of their portraits so they could add, delete or 
clarify the information. 
Although I built as many safeguards into my design as possible to assure its 
trustworthiness, there were still limitations. Although it was the only appropriate way to 
gather the data for this study, it is a limitation that data was collected only through in-depth 
interviewing. Also, the number of participants was limited to ten, thus confining the data 
to the experiences and perspectives of only those ten participants. All participants were gay 
and lesbian educators who worked in the Safe Schools Program. Because the sample 
population was not representative of the general population and was so limited in number, 
the data is not generalizable to the general population. 
I found participants from the Western Massachusetts area who work in participating 
schools and who define themselves as "explicitly out." Because the participants all work in 
one specific geographical area, the participants' experiences and perceptions are limited. 
This study also only addressed the experiences and perceptions of gay and lesbian 
educators who are "explicitly out" on the "Lesbian and Gay Educators Identity Management 
Strategies" continuum (Griffin, 1992, p.177). 
Conclusions 
When studying the experiences and perceptions of people there can be as many 
variations as there are participants. More so than any other factor, the participants place on 
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the "Lesbian and Gay Educators Identity Management Strategies" continuum (Griffin, 
1992) seemed to have the most effect on the results of this study and therefore on the 
conclusions. The participants’ own words drew a correlation between self-acceptance and 
being out, and between being out and the happiness and feelings of safety they enjoyed in 
their own lives. I will add to that and say there is a correlation between how out the 
participants are and the intensity of their work in the Safe Schools Program, and between 
the intensity of their work and the success of the program in their schools. 
Some participants described their ability to feel free in their lives with the fact that 
they had nothing to lose because they had been honest with everyone. This honesty took 
courage, but where the courage came from will be discussed later in this section. When 
their families, friends, colleagues, administrators, and in some cases their students, knew 
about their sexual orientation, they felt free to be who they are. 
Although the intent of this dissertation was to answer a singular question, the 
process of searching for the answer introduced many different facets of information 
including the above. The discoveries began not as an answer to a question in my 
interviews, but in response to discussing the safeties for confidentiality I had built into this 
study. This was before the interviews took place. From my literature review I had 
interpreted that confidentiality would be a high priority for my participants: 
[Homophobia's] power is great enough to keep ten per cent of the population living 
lives of fear (if their sexual identity is hidden) or lives of danger (if their sexual 
identity is visible) or both. And its power is great enough to keep the remaining 
eighty to ninety percent of the population trapped in their own fears. 
(Pharr, 1989, p.2) 
Instead of a reaction of concern for confidentiality, nine participants expressed the opposite 
reaction: “I wouldn’t care if you put my whole name right in the middle of your 
dissertation” (Keri). Gabriel made me laugh when she said, “In terms of coming out or 
being out, my toothpaste is so far out of the tube now ... !” I did not anticipate this type 
of response and it set a totally different tone to the interview process and to the study itself. 
It was exciting because my study would be different than everything I had read and 
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everything I had written in my Chapter II literature review. From that point I needed to 
focus on the new attitude my participants had introduced to me. I also wanted to 
understand where this attitude came from and what part it played in the participants’ work 
for the Safe Schools Program. 
Before starting the interviews for this study I had assumed that the Safe Schools 
Program might have been instrumental in helping gay and lesbian educators achieve self¬ 
acceptance, or at least to enjoy positive experiences. For two participants this was true: 
[My lack of fear of participating in your study] I think might have a lot to do with 
the Governor’s report and the movement of the Safe Schools, because I’m realizing 
that what it has done for me in just the last two months says something about how it 
works—it’s monumental. (Laura) 
For the eight others, the process of self-acceptance had been done prior to the Safe Schools 
Program although all ten participants discussed some type of process in Part One of 
Chapter V. Coming out and self-acceptance seemed to go hand in hand and seemed to be 
based on an intellectual process of study, thinking and learning. Five participants 
described taking social justice courses at the University. Kelli relates this experience: “I 
took quite a few social issues classes. That gave me a lot of empowerment. It was a major 
influence for me as far as understanding that you really have to confront, you just can’t let 
things happen.” Two participants described a study they were involved in which turned 
out to be a study included in the Chapter II literature review (Griffin, 1992). 
I left more of the dialogue from the raw data in the Part One coming out and self¬ 
acceptance themes to give the reader an opportunity to really understand the process these 
participants had gone through and to point out that this happened prior to their involvement 
in the Safe Schools Program. Perhaps all participants have traveled farther in their self¬ 
acceptance process because of the Safe Schools Program, but I would conclude from what 
my participants said, they agreed to work in the program because of the process they had 
already gone through. There are many teachers at these schools who would never sign up 
to work and avoid people who do: “The teachers who are gay at school are the ones that 
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have helped the least. When I meet one of them at the bar he is fine but at school he 
doesn't want anything to do with me” (Jose Luis). 
There is still a tremendous amount of fear related to being a gay or lesbian educator 
or student in our public schools. I cannot allow myself or my readers to be fooled by the 
attitudes of my participants. From their data on the status of the state’s schools, even 
though some schools themselves have changed their policies, some school environments 
have changed, and there are support systems, there are still gay and lesbian students and 
educators who hide and are fearful: 
This school is a safer place than a lot of schools. But there is only one out gay boy 
that I know of and four or five girls and there are a hell of a lot more gay kids at 
school, so if it were a truly safe place then everyone could be who they are. We 
are years away from that place, if ever. (Peter) 
[Even now,] if you’re gay and you’re a teacher you may still be on guard that 
someone’s going to find out about you. I’m not in this situation now but other 
teachers in my school are, and in every other school. It depends on who you are 
I’ve decided. For me, it’s partly to do with my age I think, it’s partly to do with 
feeling secure in who I am, and it’s partly to do with feeling a social responsibility 
at this point—in feeling I might be in a position to be able to help-that I feel 
differently than many gay teachers. Most gay teachers are so closeted. They’re 
scared to death. I try to get teachers to chaperone things for the Safe Schools 
Program and they are afraid. They want to but they are afraid to be associated 
because of guilt by association. And even though it is a Gay-Straight Alliance and 
nobody knows who’s what at our school, they are afraid. So it’s hard. Everybody 
loses out. (Kelli) 
Participants related that the Gay-Straight Alliances at their schools are made up 
primarily of straight students although it would be hard to really know because nobody 
states their sexual-orientation. Participants said this is a guess from knowing the students. 
Straight students have joined to be socially responsible and supportive. This is a 
wonderful thing to be said about some of today’s students. However, participants also 
related that not many straight educators have volunteered to run Safe Schools Programs. It 
might be concluded from this that things are changing, that students have different 
information under which they operate—information that is different from the traditional 
myths and stereotypes. Maybe they just ignore the old information and have decided to 
find out for themselves. 
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Nine participants described negative experiences due to homophobia prior to their 
coming out. Nine had described being afraid. Nine participants hid their sexual orientation 
and used management strategies to handle being a gay or lesbian educator prior to coming 
out at school. These types of experiences are congruent with those in the literature review. 
As was stated, these are the experiences of some people even now and they are linked to 
internalized homophobia: 
We talk about homophobia from the sense of the heterosexual but I think 
homosexuals are very homophobic. They fear being gay. They fear people 
knowing about who they are and they want to hide all that. I think that’s because of 
self-esteem. For me it was self-esteem and until I felt good about myself, I was 
that way. (Carlos) 
Participants related that negative experiences were tied to homophobia, mostly internalized, 
but positive experiences were related to being out. Life was easier and good things came 
about because of coming out at school and in their lives: 
After I came out I had kids coming up to me and saying it was a really important 
thing to do. I had kids thank me for doing it. Then the paper did an article on gay 
issues at the high school about the time the Safe Schools Task Force was starting 
up and in that article they had mentioned that I had recently come out to my classes. 
So then it was like official. Then several parents called me up and thanked me. I 
met a mother on Main St. and she said she thought it was the bravest thing anyone 
at the high school had done. I received dozens of letters in support from old 
students, alumni I never met, older people, former teachers. A teacher that I had in 
7th grade came out to me in his letter saying that he wished he had been able to do 
that when he was a teacher. Three parents came out to me. It was an incredible 
experience. (Peter) 
This was Peter’s experience, but there were negative experiences related by the 
participants, not about their own coming out, but related to the Safe Schools Programs. 
Religious right groups attacked in some instances with the goal of eliminating the program. 
Kelli’s experience with the diversity flag was a good example of this and a good example 
of how the work she had done with self-acceptance insulated her from feeling terrified. 
She was implicated in a situation where several townspeople wanted the diversity flag, an 
award to the students from the State Department of Education for their work in the Safe 
Schools Program, to be taken off the school’s flagpole. She was accused of teaching 
homosexuality. At first during my interview with her she was apprehensive, but she 
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managed to come to the conclusion that maybe this was a good thing: “ In a way this is 
tough on all of us but it’s also education and bringing out in the open all the things people 
are thinking. Maybe this is a good thing.” 
Perhaps people who are brave work in the Safe Schools Program. When 
considering the literature which outlined the consequences facing this oppressed group if 
they become public, it is hard to think of someone who is gay or lesbian involving their 
name with the Safe Schools Program, never mind facing charges of teaching 
homosexuality, but unlike the law cases in the literature, Kelli was not fired. None of these 
participants have faced any negative consequences for working in the Safe Schools 
Program and yet it is hard to say if other gay and lesbian educators and students are gaining 
any positive feeling about themselves from having the program at their schools. Perhaps 
this is a topic for future studies. 
I am only able to conclude that for the participants, working in this program has 
been positive. For some participants the Safe Schools Program has given them a safe place 
to be who the are. For the schools they work in, there has been forward motion toward a 
safer environment. This is important work. It seems to be the gay and lesbian educators 
that make the Safe Schools Program a success and the Safe Schools Program that gives 
them the social and legal permission to do the work—a constructive and rewarding 
symbiotic relationship! 
Recommendations 
Oppression is a systematic social phenomenon based on the differences between 
social groups that involves ideological domination, institutional control, and the 
promulgation of the oppressor group's ideology, logic system and culture on the 
oppressed group. The result is the exploitation of one social group by anotner for 
its own benefit, real or perceived. (Jackson & Hardiman, 1988, p. 5) 
Not many people from the general population have been taught about oppression, 
which helps perpetuate it. In most forms of oppression, members of the subordinate group 
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are visible and interactive to some degree with dominant group members which contributes 
somewhat to ending the oppression. There have been instances throughout history when 
members of some subordinate groups have had to hide for their own safety, but for the 
most part, only temporarily. Somehow there came the realization that treating people badly 
to the point of their having to hide is wrong and the dominant group was stopped and the 
situation corrected. Gay men and lesbians are still hiding. There is no way for the 
dominant group to know that some of their neighbors, colleagues, friends, relatives, 
mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, sons, daughters or even husbands and wives are gay or 
lesbian, and thus there is no way for them to see that the myths and stereotypes they have 
been taught only fit a few subordinate group members as in any group of people. Some 
dominant group members still operate as if gay men and lesbians are sick, as if they are 
sinners, and as if homosexuality should be illegal. Indications of this are in the paper 
almost every day but they are mostly found in the editorial section. The news section prints 
many positive happenings toward the dispelling of the myths and toward “freeing” gay men 
and lesbians. This is an indication that times are changing. 
Due to the nature of oppression, education is one of its deadly enemies. If there is 
accurate information to dispel the myths and stereotypes, oppression will end. Stereotypes 
and myths are not based on truth. My first recommendation is for all students, faculty, 
staff and administration of every institution of learning, elementary school through graduate 
school, to be educated in oppression theory and social issues including heterosexism. 
Schools have been instrumental in the efforts to end racism, gender bias, Jewish 
oppression, ableism, and in some cases, classism. Until the Safe Schools Program, the 
schools did not embrace the elimination of the oppression of gay and lesbian people. This 
program is the beginning of an organized effort in Massachusetts to at least make the 
schools safe for all students. But it is still a difficult process in general, and for some 
individuals it is a difficult emotional process: 
[We’re involved in] another civil rights movement. This is just another process 
that people have to go through and it’s not for me to be judgmental of people but to 
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help them to understand what this is all about. My principal says that when you 
deal with social issues you have to get inside yourself and you have to start looking 
at yourself and into what your beliefs are and when you start uncovering your own 
beliefs and your own fears, it’s very difficult and painful to do. That’s why 
teachers have a hard time teaching this stuff. Those classes in social issues take 
you through this process. I think that as schools and universities work with 
teacher training, that has to be more important than anything else because in 
classrooms you can’t begin to teach with all this social stuff going on, and as the 
world gets larger and more diverse and we’re all mixed together more, if we don’t 
deal with the social issues it’s going to be our major downfall. (Kelli) 
Schools need to embrace the elimination of all oppressions to make schools and the 
world safe, because education and communication are key factors in the process. Colleges 
and universities have such an important role in this. When I trained to be a teacher in 1966 
through 1970, there were no social justice courses required for certification. Now as part 
of my administration training from 1991 to the present I was required to take several of 
these courses. Gay and lesbian issues were part of the training. To become a certified 
teacher in Massachusetts, the Department of Education requires some awareness and 
education around the issues concerning gay and lesbian youth. 
The problem is that so many educators and administrators presently working in the 
schools were trained before there were social justice departments in colleges and 
universities and before the new requirements. This training must be brought to them in the 
form of professional development. But due to the nature of oppression, many are closed- 
minded to any information on the topic of gay and lesbian issues. Heterosexism is the last 
oppression to be thought of or mentioned when discussing oppressions and the last to be 
taken seriously (Smith, 1983). Because of this, more effort needs to be made to 
accomplish this huge task. No form of oppression should be sanctioned in our schools. 
Heterosexism needs to be addressed and rooted out as the insidious form of oppression that 
it is. But people will not change the way they treat gay men and lesbians if they “only 
know what they know” or if they hold on to the notion that “this is the way it has always 
been.” They must learn accurate information. They must be educated, which is the job of 
our educational institutions. More must be done from higher education on down to 
elementary school, including education for all university students, all public school 
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students and all faculty and administration, through professional development and social 
issues courses. 
Due to the nature of oppression, role models are another enemy. Having role 
models means having someone to represent the fact that the stereotypes associated with the 
subordinate group are false. It also means that the subordinate group members are no 
longer separated from the dominant group, a separation which needs to happen to keep the 
myths and stereotypes alive. Interaction between subordinate and dominant groups will 
break the silence. Although our oppressive society works very hard to hold onto 
oppression, interaction and communication between the subordinate and dominant groups 
could eliminate it. Personal contact with people and that humanistic element are very 
powerful especially when gay and lesbian people already have important roles in the lives 
of the dominant group members while hiding their sexual orientation. Some dominant 
group members do come to the realization when gay men and lesbians come out, that they 
are still the same person and the myths are wrong. 
Oppression cannot survive with role models. My second recommendation is to 
encourage gay and lesbian educators and allies to come out and be role models for the 
educational community and to establish a safe and accepting environment in schools and 
colleges where they will feel comfortable doing this: 
There was nothing in the school. There were no role models. No one was out 
there talking about this or about being one themselves. There were no books. 
Nothing—there was nothing in the classrooms—absolutely nothing. So the kids 
figured they never knew anybody who was gay and all they could think of was a 
stereotype “faggot” walking down the street or a “bulldyke.” That’s about what 
they would have pictured in their minds and would think, “I don’t see anybody like 
this here so there’s nobody here.” They wouldn’t realize they were by gays and 
lesbians all the time. They were not realizing that people in that classroom would 
have gay and lesbian fathers and mothers, sisters and brothers, or uncles or 
whatever. They had no concept of that at all. If they had any of these feelings 
themselves or they were in a family with people like this they would feel they were 
the only ones and nobody else was like them. That’s how it was and most schools 
are still like that around the country. (Kelli) 
Heterosexism is very powerful. Because of the severe consequences of coming out, most 
gay or lesbian educators are afraid. They remain silent. It creates a vicious cycle. 
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Heterosexism and homophobia exist partially because there are no role models and yet there 
are no role models because of heterosexism and homophobia: 
It is up to the minorities to make sure that they get their civil rights. If the Blacks 
are not pushing the issue then it’s not going to happen. If people need a bilingual 
education, they will push the issue or it’s not going to happen. So it’s kind of up 
to the gay people to make sure that it happens for them but homosexuals in this 
country really find it so difficult. They don’t know where they stand and I think 
it’s really a lack of definition for gay people. A lot of that has to do with self¬ 
esteem, being the most you can be and accepting yourself for who you are. A lot 
of people think that keeping it to themselves and not talking about it is the right 
thing, but it’s not... the silence is so detrimental because there are no role models 
for people. They have their stereotypes and they hang on to the stereotypes and 
that’s their picture. That is the truth to them and fighting that truth with reality is 
hard. (Carlos) 
With an accepting environment, those who are comfortable with who they are can come out 
and be role models for the rest of the educational community. I feel this is essential: 
A column written by a woman said, “The most important gay pride march that has 
ever taken place is the one that happens every single day of the year when gay 
people, one by one, step out of the closet.” That has always struck me as being 
absolutely true. (Peter) 
Safe Schools Programs are important for safe students and safe school 
environments. School systems have allowed the myths and stereotypes surrounding 
homosexuality to dictate the use of a curriculum that does not include these students, the 
existence of a school environment that is not accepting of them, and has allowed violence 
and degradation to be part of their daily routines at school. Now on a voluntary basis, 
some school systems throughout the Commonwealth have applied for funds to begin to 
address these issues which are components of oppression. 
If school systems themselves had been allowed to decide whether or not they 
wanted to racially balance their schools and whether or not they wanted to disallow racially 
biased curriculum, racist remarks, racially motivated violence, and make their schools 
inclusive of racial minorities, who is to say where that civil rights movement would be 
today. If school systems had been allowed to decide if they would like to participate in 
special education and handicapped accessible facilities, who is to say how many would 
have participated. Subordinate groups are not usually popular with the dominant majority. 
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My third and final recommendation involves the Safe Schools Program. I feel it 
should be mandatory in every school in the Commonwealth that receives any state funding. 
Who ever heard of a voluntary program to promote a safe school environment for a 
minority that is so despised it has suffered the consequences of oppression to the point of 
fearing to exist. If an administrator heading a school system is heterosexist, the program 
would not be introduced in that school system, or if the administrator in a particular school 
is beterosexist, then the program in that school would be hampered or sabotaged. This 
problem was referred to by the participants in this study: 
I put up one of those pink triangles, the stickers from DOE and the principal made 
me take it down. This was probably about two years ago. He said it was 
inappropriate to have up at school. It was ignorance on his part because he thought 
by putting that safe zone sticker on my door that I was making a statement about 
my own sexuality, which is not what those stickers are about at all. Those stickers 
say that this is a place that all people can feel safe and they should be all over the 
school. I argued that point and he didn’t want to hear it. He said even if that’s the 
case, just having them up on one teacher’s door implies that the teacher next door 
who doesn’t have one up is homophobic and bigoted. I said I could get a whole 
bunch of them and spread them around the school and at that point the conversation 
was over with and he didn’t want to hear it. He hasn’t been a strong supporter of 
the program. (Peter) 
The introduction of education about heterosexism has allowed some members of the school 
community to champion the cause, realizing the importance and getting the message that the 
way things have been is wrong and dangerous to all. Some, however, including people 
outside the school community, have risen up against such education as immoral and have 
clung to the old myths and misinformation in an effort to maintain the oppressive system: 
My student who received the Social Justice Award this year, a wonderful kid 
who’s spoken all over about the Safe Schools Program, was approached on the 
street by this man with a Bible and he said to the student, “Why don’t you do 
something more constructive with your time?” And the student said, “Excuse me?” 
And the man said, “You should be working for the Lord.” And the student said, “I 
am.” (Kelli) 
This is a civil rights issue. People who are robbing gay and lesbian students and educators 
of their ci vil rights should not sit on the jury to decide if the Safe Schools Program should 
be a part of their school. The program should be mandatory in all schools to finally begin 
the work to make all school environments safe and inclusive of all students. 
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Recommendations for future research could take several variations in direction. 
Massachusetts is a state with laws to protect gay and lesbian students and teachers. It is a 
unique state in that it has forged ahead in efforts toward civil rights for gays and lesbians. 
Studying the experiences of gay and lesbian educators in other states might reveal much 
different data. Studying the experiences of closeted lesbian and gay educators working in 
participating schools in Massachusetts might also bring about different results. Starting 
with all “publicly out” (Griffin, 1992) gay and lesbian educators working in the Safe 
Schools Program could add another dimension. Whatever the direction, there is still a great 
need for future study to build a bigger and more diverse knowledge base for a better 
understanding of the experiences of gay and lesbian educators. 
Closing Statement 
I have written this dissertation with a combination of two styles. One style is the 
formal research document style—business-like, matter of fact, academic. The other is the 
humanistic style one uses when writing a story about people’s lives. After I introduced my 
participants in Chapter IV, their valued words were used in every chapter to supplement my 
writing with their personal experiences and perceptions. Even in my final chapter where I 
concluded and recommended, I did not abandon them, but included their words. I feel the 
struggle against heterosexism and homophobia is partly about the lack of visibility and 
dialogue which eliminates the human element from reality and reason. I hope the 
participants’ words contributed to the understanding and enjoyment of this dissertation. 
I have no insights about the future of the Safe Schools Program or about the 
elimination of heterosexism in our society. Perhaps learning and thinking about oppression 
while preparing to write this dissertation has made me somewhat cynical about the 
possibility of its elimination. However, I must remember the power of education. With 
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dedicated educators leading Safe Schools Programs in schools throughout the state there 
should be continued success. Perhaps more writing on the topic will enlighten other people 
and encourage them to join in the effort. I will hope. With that in mind, I will end with 
positive words from one of my participants: 
The good thing about homosexuality is that it doesn’t discriminate, so it could be 
that politician, it could be that doctor, it could be that attorney, it could be anybody, 
and we have some good people out there who are willing to defend gay and lesbian 
rights. I don’t think civil rights for gay men and lesbians is a dead issue and these 
are the years, and it’s going to happen just like it happened for language minority 
students, just like it happened for Black students to be [integrated with] Whites in 
schools—it will happen. (Carlos) 
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APPENDIX A 
SECTION 5 OF CHAPTER 76 OF THE GENERAL LAWS 
Ch. 282 1993 Regular Session 
EDUCATION-PUBLIC SCHOOLS-DISCRIMINATION 
CHAPTER 282 
H.B. No. 3353 
An Act relative to discrimination against students in public schools on the 
basis of sexual orientation. 
Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives in General Court 
assembled, and by the authority of the same, as follows: 
Section 5 of chapter 76 of the General Laws, as appearing in the 1992 Official 
Edition, is hereby amended by striking out the second sentence and inserting in place 
thereof the following sentence:—No person shall be excluded from or discriminated against 
in admission to a public school of any town, or in obtaining the advantages, privileges and 
courses of study of such public school on account of race, color, sex, religion, national 
origin or sexual orientation. 
Approved December 10, 1993. 
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APPENDIX B 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
An In-depth Interview Study of the Experiences of Gay and Lesbian Educators 
Working in Schools Participating in the Safe Schools Program 
Dear Participant, 
I am a doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst in the School 
of Education, Department of Educational Administration. I am conducting research on the 
experiences of gay and lesbian educators working in schools participating in the Safe 
Schools Program in Massachusetts, for my dissertation. I am asking you to participate in 
this study to help me learn more about your perspective on teaching in a participating 
school. 
I will conduct two 60 to 90-minute in-depth interviews with you. The interviews 
will be conducted over a one to two week period. The objective of the first interview is to 
learn about your personal background and experiences as a gay or lesbian teacher teaching 
in your school prior to its participation in the Governor's Safe Schools Program. The 
objective of the second interview will be to learn about your experiences as a gay or lesbian 
teacher in your school today, as it participates in the Governor's Safe Schools Program. 
The interviews will be audio-taped and transcribed by myself. I may also take 
some written notes during the interview sessions. I will be the only one hearing the audio 
tapes and seeing interview transcriptions and any written notes. Written materials taken 
from the interview transcripts and notes will be shared with my dissertation committee of 
three University professors and will be used primarily for my dissertation but may be used 
in presentations for classes or professional conferences, and for written publications. 
Pseudonyms will always be used in place of names of persons, schools, cities and towns. 
Anonymity of participants is a top priority. To insure that anonymity will be 
preserved, safeties have been built into this study. These safeties consist of the following: 
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1. A space and site for interviews that is separate from the workplace. 
2. Transcripts of the interviews that contain information pertinent to the study 
with any identifying information eliminated. 
3. Highlights of the interviews that can be examined by the participants and added 
to, changed or parts deleted. 
4. A portrait that contains the participants' input and that can be examined by each 
participant. 
5. Tapes, notes and transcripts that will be destroyed at a specified time after the 
dissertation is completed. 
6. A promise of confidentiality unless a participant would like her or his first name 
to be used in the acknowledgment section of the completed dissertation. 
7. A summary of the study’s results will be furnished upon request. 
I understand that your consent to participate in this study is a process that is 
negotiable. Participation is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time, without 
prejudice. If I wish to use any materials from your interviews in a way not consistent with 
this agreement, I will contact you for your permission. 
Thank you for your participation in this dissertation study. I appreciate your time 
and your perspectives. 
I,_, have read this Participant Consent 
Form carefully and agree to participate as an interviewee in this dissertation study under all 
the conditions stated above. 
Participant Date 
Elizabeth A. Knowles - Interviewer Date 
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APPENDIX C 
INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Interview A: 
This first interview will explore your personal background: coming to your identity as a 
gay/lesbian person and your experiences as a gay/lesbian teacher prior to your school 
becoming a participating school. 
Could you take me back and tell me a little bit about your childhood? 
Can you tell me some of your experiences in high school and college? 
Why did you choose teaching as a career? 
Did being gay/lesbian influence the decision to be a teacher in any way? 
Could you take me back in time and describe your school climate prior to your school 
participating in the Governor's Safe Schools Program? 
Today you place yourself on the "explicitly out" at school section of the continuum from 
Griffin's study. Can you describe where you were on the continuum prior to your school 
becoming a participating school? 
What was it like to be a gay/lesbian teacher in your school back then? 
Do you feel your experiences as an educator were different than those of heterosexual 
educators and if so, in what way? 
Is there any information you would like the reader of my dissertation to know about 
yourself - perhaps a story or an experience that would be unique to you? 
Can you think of any information you have shared with me that you would not want to 
appear in my dissertation? 
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Interview B: 
Before we begin, is there any information from the last interview that you have decided 
you want eliminated from the transcript? 
This second interview will focus on what it is like being a gay or lesbian educator working 
in a participating school: your personal experience as a teacher in the community of the 
classroom of a participating school. It will be centered around your present employment 
and the present school environment: what teaching at a participating school is like for you, 
looking through the lens as a gay or lesbian person. 
Tell me about your school environment today. How is your school different since 
participating in the Governor's Safe Schools Program? 
What is it like for you to be a gay/lesbian teacher at your school today? Can you share 
some of your experiences with me? Is it different from before your school participated in 
the Governor's Safe Schools Program? 
You placed yourself on the "explicitly out" at school section of the continuum from 
Griffin's study. What does this mean to you as a gay/lesbian person and as a gay/lesbian 
teacher? 
Do you think gay and lesbian students feel safe at your school? 
Do you feel safe? 
Is there anything else you would like the readers of my dissertation to know before we 
close today or is there anything else you would like me to delete? 
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APPENDIX D 
LETTER TO THE PARTICIPANTS 
MAILED WITH THE PORTRAIT 
24 Concord Road 
Longmeadow, MA 01106 
(Date Mailed), 1996 
Dear (Typed Name of Participant), 
This is your portrait as it will appear in my dissertation. I hope you like it. Please 
let me know if there are any additions, deletions, or clarifications you would like me to 
make. My phone number at home is (413) 567-9956. I’m hoping to finish the whole thing 
sometime this winter. I hope that’s doable. 
It was real nice meeting you and thank you again for participating in my study. The 
work you are doing is so important. I hope you have a good summer. 
Sincerely, 
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